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    Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    The sun set gently through the thick forest across the western edge of Disappointment Lake, the water and sky painting an ever-changing fresco of reds and oranges before turning to cooler shades of blues and purples. 
 
    Pam Joki added another smaller stick to the minor fire in the forest service fire box provided in this official wilderness camp on the large island. Disappointment was a meandering lake with multiple bays and specked with more than a dozen islands of all sizes. Pam had chosen this camp because of its location on the southern end of the island, where the stagnant air of July would hopefully blow a little and give them relief from the relentless onslaught by mosquitoes, the Minnesota state bird. 
 
    She heard a noise over her shoulder and didn’t need to turn. Her partner in the Forest Service, Duane Bong, was as subtle as a drunken uncle at the Thanksgiving table. She had a hard time blaming the young man, since he was from the Twin Cities with minimal experience in the Northwoods. 
 
    The two of them had spent the last four days in the wilderness area, canoeing and portaging nearly ten miles and making sure the campsites and portages were properly maintained. With the heavy rain in June, the trails were still somewhat muddy. 
 
    They had clashed a number of times in the past few days. Pam had a feeling this had more to do with unwanted advances from Duane than anything dealing with their jobs. Duane was a nice enough man, she guessed, but he was not exactly her type. He was a thin, wiry man with almost no hair—even on his head. At twenty-one, Duane was already going bald. He covered up that fact by shaving his head to a stubble, which had gotten longer in the last couple of days. 
 
    Although they had both gone through the forestry program at the University of Minnesota, Pam had completed her degree four years ago before joining the Forest Service. That put her in charge, and she guessed Duane had a problem taking orders from a woman. That was on him, though. It wasn’t like she was a dictator. 
 
    Duane sat on a log across from her and looked like a puppy that had just been disciplined. “Nice sunset,” he said. 
 
    Without glancing at him, she said, “It doesn’t get any better than the Boundary Waters. Can you believe they pay us to be here?” 
 
    “How does your boyfriend feel about you hanging out in the wilderness with another man?” 
 
    “We broke up in May,” she said. She had tried to keep this fact from Duane so he wouldn’t try to hit on her. Her ex-boyfriend was a strong, burly lumberjack from Ely, and Duane had nearly gotten his hand crushed when they met last time. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” he said. 
 
    He wasn’t sorry, she knew. She could tell by the slight smirk lifting up from the right side of his thin lips. She felt sorry, though. Pam guessed that most men would find her attractive under normal circumstances. But she had been in the woods now for a few days, and her legs needed a shave. She had washed her thin blonde hair in the lake after they made camp, but it still wasn’t up to normal non-wilderness standards. Still, at twenty-five, she knew she could turn a head with a simple smile. But she also knew that her strength from working in the woods turned off some men. 
 
    “Maybe we should have pushed through to the Snowbank entry point,” Pam said. 
 
    “I don’t like traveling in the dark,” he said. 
 
    She glanced out to the lake and saw a couple of canoes cruise slowly by their point. They were barely visible now in the waning moments of the sunset. “You mean like those yahoos?” she asked. 
 
    Duane laughed. “Looks like they’re out for a night paddle. Sitting too high in the water.” 
 
    He was right, she thought. Full canoes sat much lower in the water. She turned her gaze back to her partner. “After tomorrow we have a few days off. Any plans?” 
 
    He shook his head. “A hot bath and a good wine.” 
 
    “You’re such a girl. Maybe a pedicure? I hear there’s a new place in downtown Ely.” 
 
    “Finally, civilization has come to the Northland,” he said. 
 
    “I liked the place much better when I was a kid,” Pam said. “Back then it was trading posts and mom and pop diners.” 
 
    “Beer and bait,” Duane said. “Now, luckily, we have great restaurants and microbreweries.” 
 
    She wasn’t about to agree with him about these finer aspects of life in Ely. Growing up in Duluth, she was used to a few good restaurants in the Canal Park area and along the North Shore of Lake Superior. It was great to get out into the wilderness, but even Pam enjoyed escaping the mosquitoes. 
 
    Duane got up and poked a stick at the dying fire. “I’m hitting the sleeping bag. Can you get the fire?” 
 
    “No problem. I’m not far behind you.” 
 
    He walked off and she heard the zipper open and close quickly on his personal tent—the normal scurry to keep out as many blood suckers as possible. 
 
    She gazed at the embers for a little while before finding herself back in her own tent, zipped into her light sleeping bag. Since it was hotter than normal, she almost immediately had to unzip the bag and lay in her underwear. 
 
    After the long day on the lakes and multiple portages, she was very tired, falling asleep moments after closing her eyes. 
 
    Something woke Pam, making her sit up in bed. There was a scuffling sound and what seemed like something large outside. Without thinking, she quickly put on her pants and hiking shoes. Then, instinctively, she pulled out her folding knife and locked it open. 
 
    More muffled sounds outside, coming from the area of Duane’s tent. Was it a bear? What else could it be? 
 
    She yelled out at the bear, trying to make it go away. Then her mind shifted to normal protocol. They had tied up the last of their food, hanging it from a tree limb out of reach. But she also knew that Duane had a bad tendency to bring food into his tent with him. She had warned him against doing this many times. 
 
    Now she thought she heard a slight squeal or a squeak. Was that bear cubs? If so, that would make the sow much more dangerous. 
 
    She yelled again, trying to use her training to ward off the bear. Then there was silence. 
 
    Pam put her headlamp on and clicked on the light. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    She could hear her own heart beating, her chest heaving with each breath. Was her partner all right? 
 
    “Duane,” she said loudly. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She had encountered many creatures in her years in the woods, including bears and wolves. None had ever scared her, though. Pam knew that most of them were more afraid of humans than she was afraid of them. But this seemed different. And she had gotten word from a number of campers this week in the BWCA Wilderness that bears had been more aggressive than normal. 
 
    Pam slowly unzipped the tent door from bottom to top, and then along the bottom from right to left. Now, her heart racing even more, she slipped her head out through the door, the light shining toward Duane’s tent. 
 
    Almost immediately, without warning, she was overtaken and shoved to the ground. There was a sharp pain in her neck and she passed out without struggle. 
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    Salt Lake City, Utah 
 
    A week later 
 
      
 
    Robin Kane stood at her balcony overlooking the downtown area, the city lights shining brightly and a slight alpenglow still visible in the mountains to the east. It had been nearly a hundred degrees, but the heat was starting to dissipate as the Wasatch Range cooled the valley below. 
 
    She checked her watch and saw that her call should be coming in at any minute. For the past couple of years, she and her brother had run discreet investigations from a website source-funded by people from all over the world. As an attorney, she brought years of experience working in the criminal justice system. And her brother, Max, who had been an officer with the Air Force Office of Special Investigations, brought years of law enforcement experience. Of course, Max had also worked for ten years in special forces alongside Navy SEALs, Marine Force Recon, and with Army special operators. 
 
    That afternoon, while she worked her day job in her law practice, she had gotten an email from a woman in Minnesota. Her request had been cryptic at best, but intriguing nonetheless. 
 
    A soft breeze rose up to her balcony, touching her exposed skin. She turned toward her condo unit and saw herself in the reflection of the windows. She wore only a pair of her old volleyball practice shorts and a T-shirt cut off short exposing her flat belly. Robin had just finished working out in the condo gym on the sixth floor, and the outside air tried to dry the perspiration on her skin. 
 
    Her cell phone buzzed and she picked it up from a small table on the balcony. 
 
    “This is Robin,” she said. 
 
    “Thank you for taking my call,” a woman said gently. 
 
    “This is?” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m Kim Joki from Duluth, Minnesota.” 
 
    Robin had been on a case not so long ago in Marquette, Michigan, and this woman had a similar accent. “What can I do for you ma’am?” 
 
    “As I mentioned in my email, I could use your help finding my sister.” 
 
    “How long has she been missing?” 
 
    “About a week.” 
 
    “From Duluth?” 
 
    “No. From the Ely area.” 
 
    Robin wandered into her condo, slid the door shut to preserve the air con, and sat on a leather chair in her living room, opening her laptop. “Hang on,” she said. Then she quickly pulled up a map of Minnesota and found Ely. “Wow. That’s almost to the Canadian border.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Have the police been notified?” 
 
    “Yes, they have. But they’ve given up the search.” 
 
    “Search?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. My sister works for the Forest Service and went missing in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness.” 
 
    Robin opened another window and searched for this area. “Okay. So, she was experienced in the woods.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “Please, call me Robin.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    By now, Robin had found a quick description of the wilderness area in question. It seemed to cover a wide swatch across northern Minnesota, skirting the Canadian border. 
 
    “It says there are no motorized vehicles allowed into the area,” Robin said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Kim said. “They did allow some planes and helicopters in to search for my sister, though.” 
 
    Robin opened her map again and asked, “Where was she when she went missing?” 
 
    “Their canoe was found in a camp on an island on Disappointment Lake,” Kim said. 
 
    She moved the map toward the east and finally found the lake Kim mentioned. “That looks pretty isolated.” 
 
    “It’s a couple of lakes in,” Kim said. “From Snowbank, you have a couple of options to portage into Disappointment. For the novice it can seem like a long haul, but my sister does that kind of stuff daily. I used to also.” 
 
    “You’re familiar with the area?” 
 
    “Yes. I used to work out of Ely until transferring to our Duluth office a year ago. Field work up north is for the young.” 
 
    “You sound young.” 
 
    “I’m thirty. My sister is twenty-five.” 
 
    Robin pondered the case. Something wasn’t working for her. “You mentioned their canoe. Was your sister working with someone else?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I should have mentioned that. My sister Pam was working with a twenty-one-year-old man named Duane Bong.” She hesitated, as if searching for the right words. “Duane was found dead in his tent.” 
 
    “Murdered?” Robin asked. 
 
    “No, we think it was predation.” 
 
    “By?” 
 
    “A black bear.” 
 
    “Have they confirmed this?” 
 
    “They’re still awaiting testing.” 
 
    “An autopsy should confirm that,” Robin said. 
 
    “Well, there’s no doubt that a bear ate parts of the man. They found scat with human remains on the island.” 
 
    But that could have been after the man had already died, Robin thought. “I don’t understand what you want us to do.” 
 
    “Well, the search was conducted by the Forest Service, Fish and Game and the local Sheriff’s Office search and rescue team, along with a lot of locals. They searched every inch of the island and Disappointment Lake. Then they broadened the search for surrounding lakes.” 
 
    “For a week,” Robin said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If your sister knew the area, I’m guessing she would have headed back toward civilization.” 
 
    “Absolutely. At the very least she would have gotten to Snowbank Lake, which is the major travel route for all canoeists in the Boundary Waters in that area. Then she could have waved down someone for help.” 
 
    “Don’t they carry SAT phones?” Robin asked. 
 
    “They do. Searchers found it in Pam’s pack.” 
 
    “She didn’t take her pack?” 
 
    “No. Which means she must have left in a hurry.” 
 
    “Are you sure a bear didn’t attack her as well?” 
 
    The woman hesitated on the other end, as if she might be crying. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kim. I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “It’s okay. That’s the logical assumption. But we are all trained on how to deal with bears and other large predators.” 
 
    “I understand,” Robin said. “Then the only other option is that she escaped and headed off the island.” 
 
    “Right. She would have crossed the small channel to the west and headed around to the nearest portage to Snowbank Lake. But our people followed that path. Based on our calculations, she could have reached a few homesteads on the south side of Snowbank in a day or so.” 
 
    “Unless she was injured,” Robin surmised. 
 
    “True. But there was no indication at the camp that she had been hurt. In fact, her tent was open but not disturbed inside. It looked like she simply got up and left. I know I sound crazy, but I don’t know where to turn. I believe the local authorities have given up on Pam. But I can’t give up this easy.” 
 
    “I understand. But I’m not sure what we can do for you.” 
 
    “I have some money saved up for a new car,” Kim said. “But I’d be willing to turn it over to you for your time.” 
 
    Robin leaned back in her chair and let out a quiet breath of air. People came to her only when things went horribly wrong, so there was always a great deal of angst. This young woman was in obvious pain. 
 
    Finally, Robin said, “We’ll take the case.” But first she needed to find Max. The last she heard, her twin brother was somewhere in Missouri visiting an old Air Force buddy. 
 
    She hung up with the Minnesota woman and tapped in her brother’s quick contact. 
 
      
 
    Knob Noster, Missouri 
 
      
 
    Max Kane rolled over in bed and found his phone on the nightstand. Seeing it was his sister Robin, he took the call. 
 
    “What’s up, sis?” he whispered. 
 
    “Did I wake you?” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder at the naked woman lying face-down in his hotel bed. Naked himself, he got up and wandered to the bathroom, closing the door quietly behind him. 
 
    “I might have been recharging a little,” Max said. “I take it you have something for us.” His sister had texted him earlier in the day saying she might have a case in Minnesota. 
 
    “Yes, we do. Can you drive north to pick me up in Duluth?” 
 
    He thought about the woman in the other room. Their time together had been nice, but he had been trying to figure out how he would end it. She was the sister of an old Air Force friend who had retired in the past couple of days at nearby Whiteman Air Force Base. That ceremony had turned into an extended stay at the hotel and enough debauchery to last a year. 
 
    “Is that a one-day drive?” he asked her. 
 
    “The way you drive, yes. A little more than six hundred miles.” 
 
    “Nine hours.” 
 
    He heard computer keystrokes on the other end. 
 
    Then Robin said, “Okay. I’m booked. I get in at six p.m.” 
 
    “Eighteen hundred,” Max said. 
 
    “Still on military time?” 
 
    “It’s the only thing that will ever make sense to me,” he said. “Now, tell me about the case.” 
 
    “Are you standing in the hotel bathroom naked?” 
 
    How the hell did she know that? It must have been her twin connection. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not gonna send you another dick pic. That was a mistake.” 
 
    “It was traumatizing. Even though we used to take baths together.” 
 
    “The case?” he reminded her. 
 
    She told him about the missing woman in the BWCA Wilderness of Northern Minnesota, and how the man had reportedly been mauled by a bear. 
 
    “That doesn’t sound right,” Max said. 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “Although black bears kill more people each year than grizzlies, that only has to do with the nature of their numbers and their proximity to prey. Still, a predator will go for the weakest of the pair.” 
 
    “Maybe the man was the weakest,” Robin said. “Did you ever think of that?” 
 
    “Of course. But if the two of us were camped out in the wilderness, a bear would much rather take a bite out of a Robin burger than a tough old Max flank steak.” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    “Humans, on the other hand, would take out the strongest of the two first. Eliminate the biggest threat.” 
 
    “You think she was taken?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Just then a text came in with an attached photo of the missing woman. The photo depicted a pretty blonde woman wearing a green Forest Service uniform. Her hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Her smile was infectious. She really enjoyed her work, Max surmised. 
 
    “She’s a very beautiful young lady,” Max concluded. 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Robin said. Then she thought for a moment. “Okay. You better get back to your naked guest.” 
 
    “You’re busting my balls,” he said. 
 
    She giggled. “I’ll bet she’s doing that.” 
 
    “Hey, at least one of us is getting something. Sorry, that was a low blow.” 
 
    “Max! I don’t need a play-by-play.” She scoffed and then hung up. 
 
    Shaking his head, Max went to the bathroom before heading back into the main room. His naked friend had turned over and was imploring him back for round two or three that evening. What the hell! He’d have to leave early in the morning now. Might as well make the most of it. He crawled back into bed and kissed her on the lips. 
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    Ely, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    Kim Joki wandered around her sister’s small house on the north side of the city a couple of blocks from Shagawa Lake. The single-story structure needed a lot of work, Kim thought. But she had to give her sister credit for at least one thing—Pam kept a tidy place. Her simple furniture was old but in decent shape. The outside of the house looked like the winters of Northern Minnesota had tried to destroy the shingles, but the inside had been painted recently, and the wood floors had been refinished not too long ago. 
 
    She had been staying at Pam’s place for the past week when she was not out in the Boundary Waters searching alongside the search and rescue teams from St. Louis and Lake Counties, along with local volunteers. Small towns pulled together in times of trouble, she thought. And Kim still had a lot of friends in town from her own time working there with the Forest Service. Luckily, her boss in Duluth considered her temporary transfer to Ely a work-related issue, allowing her autonomy to continue her search. 
 
    She wandered into the living room and stopped at a small table opposite the stone fireplace. Her sister had taken a number of photos of the Boundary Waters, and some included her in a canoe, repairing trails, or just goofing off for the camera. She had to wonder who took these shots. Did Pam have a boyfriend now? Not likely, or Pam would have told her. No, she was still on the rebound from her lumberjack—a man that had not even taken the time to help them search for Pam. How much could he have cared about Kim’s sister? 
 
    Her phone suddenly buzzed and she saw that she had left herself a reminder to attend a meeting this morning at the U.S. Forest Service Ranger District Office of the Superior National Forest. She had gotten word of the meeting after talking with the nice lady from Salt Lake City. Deep down, she wondered how a lawyer from Utah and her brother, a former federal agent, could help her find her sister deep within the Boundary Waters. But the two of them had great reviews online, with no negatives. That was almost impossible to achieve online these days. It didn’t take much to piss off someone for almost any reason. 
 
    Tears formed in her eyes, which she wiped away with the back of her hand. Her sister was only in her current position because she was following her big sister. It was her damn fault that her sister was working with the Forest Service here in Ely. Her fault this was happening. A wave of angst and dread washed through her body, as if an electrical pulse was surging through her veins. 
 
    She glanced at herself in the mirror over the top of the table with the pictures and almost didn’t recognize herself. Her eyes were puffy from crying the past few days, and she seemed to have more lines in her forehead and alongside each eye. But one thing had not changed. With her blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail, she was undoubtedly Pam’s older sister. She wore her Forest Service short-sleeve light green button-up top and the dark green slacks. Now, she adjusted her badge and made sure her shirt was lined up properly with her belt and zipper.  
 
    Kim left the house and got into her Forest Service truck, which her boss in Duluth had allowed her to drive north 100 miles to Ely. She drove through the downtown of the small city to the east side of town and pulled into the parking lot of the Kawishiwi Ranger District office, a newer structure that could have been a high-end lodge, with its high ceilings and large log beams. 
 
    She went immediately to the large media room where they conducted interpretive sessions with guests. The room was abuzz with activity. She wasn’t sure she could face these people again. Kim knew that they had already written off her sister, and guessed they were only placating her because of her position within the Forest Service. 
 
    The problem from the beginning with her sister’s disappearance was largely jurisdictional. Ely sat in the far northeast corner of St. Louis County, which was headquartered in Duluth, with offices in Hibbing and Virginia. But the last known location of Pam was to the east in Lake County, which had its main office in Two Harbors twenty miles north of Duluth on Lake Superior, along with a couple of satellite offices with only three deputies in each. Ely itself had a small police force with just seven officers. But they had no authority outside of the city limits. Which left the Forest Service Law Enforcement and Investigations. Since this district was quite large, it would have normally had one special agent to investigate crimes within this area of the Superior National Forest. However, because of budget problems, that position had not been filled for the past six months. 
 
    As she stood in the back by herself, she noticed a stout man in khakis and a polo shirt come in. He was wearing a gun on his right hip, so she guessed he was law enforcement of some kind. He went straight to the front of the room and in a loud, authoritative voice, he had everyone take a seat. 
 
    “My name is Special Agent Wayne Cranston of the U.S. Forest Service Law Enforcement and Investigations.” 
 
    A sheriff’s deputy from Lake County said, “Does this mean the feds are taking over the investigation?” 
 
    Kim wanted to know this also. She thought she knew all of the Forest Service law enforcement folks in Minnesota. But she didn’t know this guy. 
 
    “I’m from the Milwaukee office,” the special agent said. “At this time, we don’t know if there’s anything to investigate. The autopsy of the Forest Service worker is still not complete.” 
 
    She couldn’t let this stand. Kim said, “We’ve had bear attacks in the Superior National Forest in the past, but nothing like this. And what about my sister? She was very experienced with bears. Pam even spent some of her spare time volunteering at the Bear Center here in town.” 
 
    The special agent seemed tongue-tied, as if he didn’t know what to say to Kim. “I’m sorry for your loss,” he finally said lamely. 
 
    “My sister isn’t dead,” Kim said, her voice booming throughout the hollow room. 
 
    The man raised his hands as if in surrender. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that.” 
 
    This was going nowhere fast, Kim thought. “You cidiots are all alike. Just because you’ve read something in a book, you think you know how things work up here in the wilderness. You don’t know diddly squat.” 
 
    Special Agent Cranston simply stood like a statue in a park. The only thing missing were birds crapping all over him. 
 
    Since Kim didn’t think her time would be better spent, she got up from her chair and stormed out of the room. She wiped tears from her eyes, but found them drier than she thought. Kim was more pissed than tearful at this time. 
 
    Instead of staying in this beautiful structure, she headed out to her Forest Service truck. As she got in and sat behind the wheel, she saw the special agent from Milwaukee hurrying out after her, rushing to her side and twirling his hand for her to lower her window. 
 
    She almost didn’t comply, but then thought the man might call her boss in Duluth and force her back to her normal office. So, she finally lowered her window. 
 
    “What?” Kim asked. 
 
    “I am so sorry,” the special agent said. 
 
    “Cranston, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but please call me Wayne.” 
 
    “Wayne,” Kim repeated. “I sure hope you’re better with animals than people.” 
 
    “That’s fish and game,” he said, trying to lighten the mood somewhat. 
 
    “Why did they send you here?” she asked. 
 
    “Just in case.” 
 
    “Of?” 
 
    Reluctantly, he said, “If this was a bear attack, as reported, then we might have to determine something similar happened to your sister.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit!” 
 
    He put his hands on the side of the truck cab. “I’ve only read the reports so far. They found human remains in the bear scat. Regardless of anything else, we must trap and kill that bear. Once a bear determines that people are food, we can’t take a chance that they won’t do the same to another human. Even if that’s only predation after the fact.” 
 
    She glanced at the man’s arms until he took them away from her truck and stepped back a couple of steps. “You have a theory.” 
 
    “I’m not as you said, a cidiot. I’ve spent most of my career in the forests of Oregon and Washington. I’ve only recently been assigned to the Milwaukee office. I grew up in the coast range of Oregon near Coos Bay, with one of the largest black bear populations per square mile in the country. I know black bears. They don’t make unprovoked attacks of humans unless they have a screw loose or they’re extremely desperate.” 
 
    She let out a heavy sigh and said, “I agree. And it doesn’t explain the disappearance of my sister.” 
 
    He nodded. Then he said, “I will say that I’m not familiar with the Boundary Waters, other than by reputation. I hear the area is special.” 
 
    “It’s over a million acres of special,” Kim said. “That’s a hundred and fifty miles east to west along the Canadian border, with more than eleven hundred lakes.” 
 
    “Wow. That’s an imposing search area.” 
 
    “Normally, yes. But my sister is an excellent swimmer and extremely proficient in the forest. She doesn’t get lost. If she could walk out of that forest, she would have done so by now.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” the special agent asked. 
 
    “I’m saying that the Boundary Waters are visited more than any other wilderness area in America. And this is the most popular time of year to visit. She could have gotten to a portage and waited for someone to come through.” 
 
    “I understand she left her pack behind with her SAT phone in it,” he said. “Would she leave without that?” 
 
    “Not likely. The food they had left was also strung up in a tree.” 
 
    The man’s eyes shifted to the side, as if he were looking for the right words. “This is a jurisdictional nightmare. Two counties sent search and rescue teams. The incident took place in Lake County, but they have a very small presence this far north.” 
 
    “And the Ely Police have only seven sworn officers, including the chief. This happened in the Boundary Waters. That’s under our jurisdiction.” 
 
    “I understand. But we don’t even have the autopsy report yet.” 
 
    “I feel for the young man and his family,” Kim said, “but I have to think about my sister. She’s still out there.” 
 
    “You seem very certain of this.” 
 
    “I have to be,” she said. “Our parents moved to Arizona a few years ago, and were killed by a drunk driver. Pam is all I have left.” She tightened her jaw to keep from choking up. 
 
    “I understand this office has screened all of the permits to enter the BWCAW,” he said. “Have they checked the exit?” 
 
    She nodded. “We’ve checked every permit and vehicle sitting at entry points. Our people have put posters at the trailheads with my sister’s photo and a number. We have people screening those coming and going.” 
 
    “And nobody has seen her.” 
 
    “Obviously. But there have been a number of reports of close encounters with bears. For some reason the berry crops are low this year, which is usually not a problem until August when they start fattening up for winter. This could be a bad year for bears.” 
 
    “Okay. I’m going to authorize a bear trap be flown into that lake. We need to verify we have the right bear, though.” 
 
    “But the search for my sister is still off,” Kim said. 
 
    “The local authorities believe they’ve looked everywhere possible,” he said. 
 
    “I’m a local authority,” she reminded him. 
 
    “I know. But you’re also her loved one. You have to admit you can’t be objective.” 
 
    “Maybe so. But I can still be right. And I intend to find my sister.” 
 
    With that last verbal slap, Kim closed her window on the special agent and drove off. Nobody could tell her about her sister. She knew what was right about Pam. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Chris Johansen glanced out her window in the Kawishiwi Ranger District office. She had been the District Ranger for almost a year now, and was still not entirely sure of her leadership role. She had always been part of the team, but was now the team captain. Chris had to have the answers. But now the Forest Service had sent her this Special Agent Wayne Cranston from Milwaukee. This man had found a way to rub everyone the wrong way since his arrival. 
 
    She watched that man now trying to talk with her former colleague Kim Joki in the parking lot. He had said some stupid things since arriving, but to outright imply that Kim’s sister was dead was unthinkable. 
 
    When she noticed Cranston coming back inside, she stepped out of her office and waved for him to come to her office. 
 
    Cranston came into her office doorway, hands on his hips, and said, “Yeah. What can I do for the District Ranger?” 
 
    “Close the door,” Chris said. Unfortunately, her words came out like a request and not a demand. But the man complied nonetheless. 
 
    She sat back in her chair behind her desk and considered her words more carefully now. “Our motto is, caring for the land and serving people.” 
 
    “We all know that. What’s your point?” 
 
    “Kim is an important member of our team. So is her sister, Pam.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that,” Cranston said. 
 
    “Well, your words to her were extremely insensitive.” 
 
    Cranston pointed toward the parking lot. “That’s why I went out to apologize to her.” 
 
    “Good. Now listen to me. The locals aren’t quite ready to give up the search for Pam.” 
 
    “It’s been over a week. What more can we do?” 
 
    “She’s trained to survive in the wilderness.” 
 
    Cranston took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Maybe so. But she could have been injured by the bear. She could have drunk unfiltered water and gotten giardia. Untreated giardia can lead to extreme dehydration.” 
 
    “I’ve had giardia,” Chris said. “It’s not fun, but she could survive it.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” he asked. 
 
    “Consider being a human being. Pam is my friend. Kim is my friend. Think about them before you make your next move.” 
 
    “Understood. But you need to understand that I don’t work for you. I was sent here on temporary assignment.” 
 
    “To work in the empty slot from this district,” she reminded him. “Do I need to call your boss in Milwaukee and have him remind you of that fact?” 
 
    The law enforcement special agent tightened his jaw, his disposition changing from dismissive to reluctantly compliant. “That won’t be necessary. Will that be all?” 
 
    She waved her hand for him to leave. Wayne Cranston rushed out of her office and let the door slam against the jam on the wall. 
 
    Chris considered picking up the phone and calling Milwaukee, demanding that they recall that asshole. And she didn’t need that man trapping any bear on Disappointment Lake. Her people were capable of doing that. 
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    Duluth, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    Max Kane had gotten to Duluth a couple of hours before he needed to pick up his sister at the airport. He used the time to drive around the city to see what made it tick. He spent some time at an outdoors store in Canal Park, an area of shops near the famous Aerial Lift Bridge, which lifted the road to let Great Lakes and saltwater ships into the harbor. 
 
    The helpful young woman had asked Max if he planned to head out into the wilderness camping. Since Max was wearing his western attire, from his cowboy hat and boots to his large silver belt buckle with a ‘Don’t Tread On Me’ message, he wasn’t sure if the girl was mocking him. It turned out she was simply trying to upsell him on bug repellant. He bought a couple of different types. He also bought a rip-stop and waterproof map of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness. 
 
    He got to the airport a little early, so he had a beer while he waited for his sister’s flight. 
 
    Finally, ten minutes early, Robin’s flight came in from Chicago. He sucked down the last of his beer and went to the baggage claim. 
 
    The Duluth International Airport was not exactly large. There were only four gates. 
 
    Robin came out with the other passengers pulling a large carry-on bag behind her. She looked taller with her own cowboy boots, and couldn’t help notice a few men checking her out. He didn’t blame them, though. His sister had it going on still, despite crossing forty-years-old a while back. 
 
    He gave her a welcoming hug and kissed her forehead. “Glad you made it in one piece,” he said. 
 
    “It was gorgeous flying in,” Robin said. “We flew right over Lake Superior.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe it’s the same lake we encountered in Marquette, Michigan. That has to be more than two hundred miles away.” 
 
    “I know, right. Have you eaten? I could eat a horse.” 
 
    “You have.” 
 
    She hit him. “Have not.” 
 
    He smiled and said, “I take it you have more than just the carry-on bag.” 
 
    “You know me. And we never know how long we might be up north. I brought outdoors clothes mostly.” 
 
    Her bag came and they headed out to his truck in the parking garage. Since there wasn’t much room in the bed, he put her suitcases in the back seat. 
 
    Then he drove out and stopped at a fast food drive through for a burger and fries. 
 
    “That hit the spot,” Robin said. 
 
    By now they were quite a distance out of town, heading north on Highway 53. 
 
    “We aren’t at the edge of the world,” Max said, “but I think we can see it from here.” 
 
    “It’s pretty. A lot of trees.” 
 
    “Have you heard from our client?” 
 
    “I got a couple of texts in Chicago,” Robin said. “She sounds desperate and confused. I feel for her.” 
 
    “That’s why we got in this business,” Max assured her. 
 
    “I know. But things don’t always work out.” 
 
    She didn’t have to tell Max this. He had a lot of time to consider the case as he drove up from Missouri. How could a woman survive that long in the wilderness? Water wouldn’t be a problem, but food could be, he thought. Humans could live a few days without water, and a few weeks or a month without food. He jammed down on the gas with that thought. 
 
    “What was she thinking?” Max asked. 
 
    “They had a meeting this morning at the Forest Service office. They confirmed that the search was off. She’s frustrated.” 
 
    Suddenly, Robin’s phone buzzed and played a country western song. She checked the screen and said, “Speaking of the client.” She tapped the green button and said, “Hello, Kim. I have you on speaker with my brother.” 
 
    “Hi. It sounds like you’re driving.” 
 
    “We left Duluth about a half hour ago,” Robin said. “You’re in Ely?” 
 
    “Yes. At my sister’s house. She has a spare room for one of you. The other will have to take the couch.” 
 
    “Max will be glad to do so,” Robin said, smiling at her brother. 
 
    “Not a problem,” Max said. “I also have a blow-up mattress.” 
 
    “That would work even better,” Kim said. Then she let out a desperate sigh and continued, “I really want to thank the two of you for doing this. Nobody believes my sister is still alive. But I would know if she was gone. Wouldn’t I?” 
 
    Max turned to his sister and shrugged. “Siblings have a connection, Kim. I would think you’d know.” 
 
    After a long pause, Kim said, “I didn’t mention this earlier, but the Forest Service has sent a special agent from Milwaukee.” 
 
    “They have special agents?” Robin asked. 
 
    Max nodded and took the question. “They have a law enforcement and investigations division. A guy from Nevada has been trying to recruit me to join them.” 
 
    Robin explained, “My brother was a special agent with the Air Force.” 
 
    “You mentioned that,” Kim said. “Maybe Max can speak the guy’s language. He seems out of his element.” 
 
    “Has the autopsy on the young man come back yet?” Max asked her. 
 
    “Not yet. I guess they did a preliminary assessment and found that a bear had eaten part of the man. But they don’t have a true cause of death yet.” 
 
    “That could take some time,” Max said. “They would have to determine claws and bite marks being the proximate cause of death. That could be hard to determine.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kim said. “Especially since other predators had chewed on the man, from birds to rodents.” 
 
    Robin broke in. “You said they found human remains in the bear poo?” 
 
    “Scat,” Max corrected. 
 
    “Whatever. You know what I mean.” Robin rolled her eyes with precision. 
 
    Kim said, “Yes. Which means the bears were there long enough to digest him.” 
 
    “How long did it take someone to find him?” Max asked. 
 
    “About two days.” 
 
    Max couldn’t hold back a grimace as he shook his head. “I hate to be insensitive, but did the bear eat most of his intestines?” 
 
    “Yes. You know your predation,” Kim said. “They literally go for the soft underbelly. Then move on to things like legs and arms—meat that has softened with time.” 
 
    “Did they haul off his body?” Max asked. 
 
    “Only a few feet from the tent. But I’m guessing that would have happened in a day or so.” 
 
    “What about the bear?” Robin asked. 
 
    “What about it?” 
 
    “Have they found it?” 
 
    “That’s next,” Kim said. “The special agent from Milwaukee has authorized the trapping of the bear.” 
 
    “They’ll have to put it down,” Max said. 
 
    “We know. That’s standard operating procedure.” Kim seemed to be contemplating something on the other end. “What do you think happened?” 
 
    Max glanced at his sister for a second before returning his eyes to the road ahead. His sister pointed at him to answer. “I don’t like to speculate, Kim. But if your sister is as good in the woods as you claim, then I’d have to say she’s still alive.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet,” Max warned. “There are too many factors to consider without seeing the location of her camp. From the maps I’ve reviewed, that’s one isolated location.” 
 
    “To the novice it is,” Kim said. “But for those familiar with the Boundary Waters, it’s an inviting place. Heaven on Earth.” 
 
    “We can only imagine,” Robin said. 
 
    Max added, “The drive up north is beautiful.” 
 
    “Hopefully you’ll get here before dark. Watch out for deer crossing the highway. They can be deadly.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    With that, they both hung up. 
 
    Robin put her phone back in her small purse. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I can feel the pain in her voice,” he said. 
 
    “Understandable under the circumstances.” 
 
    Yes, it was. He just hoped the two of them could help the young woman relieve her pain. 
 
    A little more than an hour later, Max drove slowly into Ely, Minnesota, the sun starting to set over the thick forests of the Northland. 
 
    “Nice little town,” Robin said. “Take the next left.” 
 
    “I’m trying to imagine it in the winter,” Max said, and then turned down a hill toward a large lake in the distance. “It is nice in the summer, though.” 
 
    In a couple of minutes, they found the small house sitting among tall pine trees. From Max’s judgment, the lake was only a couple of blocks down the hill. 
 
    “Let’s go take a look,” Max said. “If it’s uncomfortable, we can find a hotel.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine.” 
 
    Max thought the house looked like his place in Wells, Nevada. But he wasn’t talking about the physical nature of the place, he was thinking about how it would feel staying with someone they didn’t really know. 
 
    As they walked up to the front door, a young woman with a blonde ponytail stepped out onto the porch in stocking feet. She was wearing only a pair of shorts and a maroon UMD Bulldogs Hockey T-shirt. 
 
    Robin went directly to the young lady and gave her a big hug. They introduced each other all around, and Max stuck with a professional handshake. 
 
    “It’s nightfall,” Kim said. “We need to get inside or the blood suckers will eat us alive.” 
 
    “Vampires?” Max said with a smile. 
 
    “Just about. Mosquitoes.” 
 
    At that moment, Max smacked one of the creatures on his neck. 
 
    “Told ya,” Kim said, rushing into the house. 
 
    Once inside, Kim gave them each a once-over and said, “You didn’t tell me your brother was a handsome cowboy.” 
 
    “He’s handsome,” Robin said. “But he doesn’t own a horse.” 
 
    Max instinctively took off his cowboy boots and set them on a pad next to the door. “Actually, sis. I bought a horse last month.” 
 
    “You did? You didn’t tell me that.” She took off her boots also. 
 
    “She’s a three-year-old silver dapple just broken.” 
 
    “I stand corrected,” Robin said. 
 
    Kim smiled and said, “I hope this will be okay for you. No need to get a hotel. Besides, if you can find a room at this time of year, they really jack the price.” 
 
    “This is perfect,” Max said, glancing about the main room, from the small dining area and kitchen to the living room with the river rock fireplace. “It reminds me of my place in Nevada.” 
 
    “Great. Can I offer you a beer?” 
 
    “I’ll take one,” Max said. 
 
    “I’ll have some water,” Robin said. 
 
    After getting their drinks, they went to the living room and sat down. They talked for a half hour until Robin started falling asleep. Max took that as a sign to get their bags. He went out and pulled Robin’s bags from the back seat. Then he found his small duffle bag in the bed of his truck, locked inside his topper. As he was about to head inside, he heard a noise behind him. He turned slowly and saw a large black bear crossing the road into the neighbor’s backyard. 
 
    Back inside, he took Robin’s bags to the spare bedroom. His sister immediately got settled in. 
 
    In the living room again, Kim said, “Would you like another beer? I’m not ready for bed. I’m too excited. I understand you’ve been on the road all day and must be tired.” 
 
    “I could do another one,” Max said. 
 
    He sat on the sofa and watched her go back to the kitchen. She was a lovely young lady, he decided. 
 
    She handed him another beer and sat on the sofa turning toward him. They talked for another half hour. Then Kim picked up a folding knife from the coffee table and handed it to him. 
 
    He looked it over and opened it, clicking the lock blade into place. 
 
    “Nice knife,” Max said. 
 
    “I gave it to my sister when she graduated from college,” Kim said. “She’s never without it.” 
 
    “It looks like it’s well used,” he said. 
 
    “Yep. I found it in her camp about two feet from her open tent.” 
 
    “Open or closed?” he asked. 
 
    “Open just like that.” 
 
    “You say her tent door was open?” 
 
    She nodded her head. 
 
    He tried to visualize that scenario. “She’s in her tent. Hears a noise. So, she pulls out the only weapon she has and goes outside to confront an attack.” 
 
    “She would yell at the bear to get out,” Kim said. “They both had bear spray with them, but neither of them used it. It remained in their backpacks.” 
 
    “If it was night, she would use her flashlight. Did you find that?” 
 
    Kim shook her head. “I never thought of that. We found one of her flashlights, but not her headlamp, which we both use as our primary lights. Good point.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s say she hears something outside. She puts on her headlamp and pulls her knife. But for some reason doesn’t think about deploying her bear spray. Why not?” 
 
    Kim shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Can we go to the camp tomorrow? Maybe I can better visualize it then.” 
 
    “Does your sister canoe?” 
 
    “We had a canoe as kids,” he said. “We used it at a lake in the Ruby Mountains. But neither of us are experts.” 
 
    “I have a friend who knows the Boundary Waters like the back of his hand,” she said. “He has agreed to take us into the wilderness tomorrow.” 
 
    “Awesome.” 
 
    “He’s also a local legend with black bears.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, you seem to have a major problem with them here. I just saw an enormous one going into your neighbor’s back yard.” 
 
    She shook her head. “That’s probably Yogi. He raids their garden every year. I’m not sure why they even bother. What the bears don’t eat, the deer do.” 
 
    The drive was starting to hit Max finally. He patted the sofa cushion and said, “I think I can pass out right here. Do you have an extra blanket?” 
 
    Kim got up and went to a hall closet, returning with a spare pillow, a sheet and a thin blanket, setting them where she had been sitting. “If you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    “This is great,” he said. “What time do we get up?” 
 
    They agreed that seven would be early enough, and Max knew that he would be up long before that—an unfortunate consequence of his military experience. Then they said goodnight and Max settled into the sofa. 
 
    He lay there thinking about black bears and blood-sucking mosquitoes before finally dozing off. 
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    Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    Most predators had one thing in common—eyes in the front of the skull. Prey, like deer and rabbits, had eyes on the side of their skulls. This gave them better peripheral vision to see attackers coming from the side and even behind them, with the exception of a very small sliver at their very back end. But prey also had a dead spot directly in front of them, making it hard to see a predator lying in wait directly in their path. They had noses to smell for those in front of them, which is why they always traveled with the wind in their face. 
 
    Humans, on the other hand, had once been the greatest predators on the face of Earth. They could use tools to kill their prey. 
 
    Deep within the boreal forest of this vast wilderness, the predator stepped lightly through the damp, humid night, with the only annoyance the swarms of blood suckers. 
 
    Ahead, the light flickered brightly from flames, with the humans sitting around and poking sticks at it. 
 
    The predator’s eyes kept looking straight ahead as it moved in closer to see the smelly humans. They were mostly young and the female of the species. Weak and vulnerable to a quick attack. There was only one stronger male. He would have to be dealt with first, or avoided. 
 
    Fire was the enemy, as was the light of day. Real predators only attacked at night. 
 
    The beast moved through the forest to the right, assessing any escape route, where others could lay and wait for the prey. The structures would not be a problem. They were large but flimsy. Could be ripped to shreds in seconds. 
 
    Moving further around the perimeter, the beast took in the smell of the fire. His eyes picked out potential targets. One in particular caught his intense eyes. She would be perfect. 
 
    Now the beast waited for the fire to die down and those sitting around it disperse to the flimsy structures. He saw his target move into one of the smaller places with another, smaller female. 
 
    The urge came over the predator to attack, but it was not the right time. Not yet. Instead, the beast moved in closer to the structure—close enough to hear their speech. 
 
    He placed the sound of this female deep inside his skull, an imprint that could not be denied. 
 
    The desire to move in for the attack became overwhelming. But there was no way to accomplish this now. Instead of pouncing, he reluctantly turned and stepped back through the forest the way he’d come. The predator followed clear trails that had already been traveled. He knew they were safe. 
 
    But the predator could only wait so long until the craving turned from a singular wish to a collective appetite. Soon. 
 
      
 
    Ely, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    The Ely Police Department sat in the downtown of this small tourist town in the Northwoods of Minnesota. With only two sworn officers patrolling this night, Police Chief Bram Simmons sat in his office contemplating the events of the day. He was their backup in case anything significant happened. Bram had taken over the job as the chief two years ago, after spending eight years on patrol. The old chief had groomed him for the job. Part of his appeal, Bram suspected, was the fact that the old chief had been a big-time basketball fan. At six feet five inches tall, and enough heft to push people around on the court, Bram had been a star at Ely High School and later spent four years at Bemidji State as a power forward while he got his criminal justice degree. The other men in the department had only two-year degrees. 
 
    Bram Simmons had attended a meeting at the Forest Service district office, where a nimrod from Milwaukee had briefed all of the law enforcement officers and volunteers who had tried to find Pam Joki over the past week. He wasn’t sure calling off the search was the right call, but he also knew they didn’t have the manpower to make much of a difference in the vast Boundary Waters. 
 
    His phone buzzed and he saw that it was one of his patrol officers, a young man on the job less than a year. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bram said. “What do you have?” 
 
    “The disturbance call I checked on north of town turned out to be Yogi knocking over a garbage can.” 
 
    “Copy that,” Bram said. “Everything else quiet?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He yawned. 
 
    “Get some coffee out at the truck stop.” 
 
    “You want me to bring you some?” 
 
    “No. I’m heading home soon.” 
 
    The two of them hung up almost simultaneously. Bram stood up and went to the large map of their area on the wall, which included the western edge of the Boundary Waters. Where was Pam Joki? Technically, this question wasn’t his responsibility, since she had disappeared outside of his jurisdiction. But he knew Pam. They volunteered together at the Bear Center on the outskirts of town. If Pam had encountered a bear, she would have known what to do. He knew that to be true deep in his gut. He also knew Kim Joki, and she had mentioned bringing in a couple of people she had hired from the internet to find her sister. He hoped like hell Kim knew what she was doing. Desperation was not the best motivator for rational decisions.
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    Ely, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    Max woke to the sound of someone moving about in the kitchen. He rose up over the edge of the sofa and saw Kim Joki making coffee. She had already showered, her hair still wet and settling over her strong shoulders. 
 
    He started to get up and realized he would need to wait a moment. He really needed to go to the bathroom. He slipped on his jeans and buckled his belt. Then he pushed everything in place and said, “Morning.” 
 
    She turned and smiled. “I thought you were an early riser.” 
 
    “Normally I am,” he said, finally satisfied he could face her. “I guess the drive was more than I expected.” 
 
    “Coffee in about five,” Kim said. “The bathroom is just down the hall to the right.” 
 
    Max shuffled off to relieve himself. While there, he noticed the young sister missing was a neat freak. Everything was in its place. He wandered back to the kitchen in time for Kim to pour him a cup of coffee. 
 
    Together, they sat at the kitchen table in the tiny nook with a view of the front yard. 
 
    “Are you ready for today?” she asked. 
 
    “I was born ready.” 
 
    “I figured that,” Kim said. “But the Boundary Waters can be a difficult place for first-timers.” 
 
    “I spent over twenty years in the military. I think I can handle it.” 
 
    “You look too young to be retired.” 
 
    “I get that a lot,” he said. “But when you join the military at eighteen, they let you retire at thirty-eight. That was a couple of years ago now.” 
 
    “So, you have ten years on me.” 
 
    “Maybe a little more.” He considered his next question carefully and proceeded with caution. “You’re a very attractive woman. Why hasn’t some Minnesotan brought you down the aisle?” 
 
    “This coming from a hot cowboy without a ring?” She gave him an endearing smirk and sipped her coffee. 
 
    “Truthfully? I traveled so much in my younger years that I never stuck around long enough to lock in a relationship.” 
 
    “And since retirement?” 
 
    She had a damn good point, but he had the perfect answer for her. “I live in Wells, Nevada, population under two thousand. If you don’t nab a young lady by age twenty, she’ll be taken by a miner or rancher. Anyone still available past thirty will have more baggage than the airlines.” 
 
    “Don’t let him fool you,” came his sister’s voice as she entered the main living area. “I’ve tried setting him up with a number of girls from Salt Lake.” 
 
    “I left a cup for you next to the pot,” Kim said. “Help yourself.” Then she turned back to Max and asked, “Do you have an answer to that?” 
 
    “I live a hundred and eighty miles from my sister,” he said. “That’s about three hours.” 
 
    Robin sat down with her coffee. “Not the way he drives.” 
 
    “Heavy on the gas?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Have you been across the salt flats?” 
 
    Kim nodded the negative. 
 
    “You can see a car coming for at least twenty miles. That’s where they’ve set land speed records. Anyway, her friends are all city girls. Mostly lawyers.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Robin complained. “He just doesn’t like the idea of living in a big city.” 
 
    “You’ve got that right,” he said. “I’m a bit of a dysfunctional veteran. I just want people to leave me alone.” 
 
    “Thank you for your service,” Kim said. 
 
    Max was never sure how to respond to this, so he simply nodded. Then he finished his coffee and stood up. “Any chance I could shower?” 
 
    “Of course,” Kim said. “Towels are in the bathroom.” 
 
    He left the two of them to finish the pot of coffee. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Robin watched her brother take off down the hallway. Once she was sure he was in the shower, she turned back to Kim and said, “He does appreciate those who acknowledge his service, but he’s just a humble guy. You wouldn’t know it from looking at him, but he’s a highly decorated officer. Actually, prior to becoming an officer and special agent, he worked as a combat controller, imbedded with special forces in the Army, Marines and with Navy SEALs. He earned a Silver Star, two Bronze Stars with Valor, and three Purple Hearts while deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan multiple times.” 
 
    Kim was speechless. Finally, she said, “You’re wrong. I would know it from looking at him. He looks like he could snap someone’s neck with his bare hands. Do you know how sexy that is to most girls?” 
 
    Robin shrugged. “I guess I never thought about it that way. He’s always just been my twin brother. The last time he got hurt I didn’t even go see him in the hospital.” 
 
    “He doesn’t look like he’s been hurt.” 
 
    Not wanting to get into details, Robin simply said, “All the guys who come back from war have problems reintegrating into society. Especially those who have seen what he has.” 
 
    “Does he talk to you about it?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Only once in a while. He usually says that he was just doing the job he was trained to do. I do worry about him.” 
 
    Kim gave Robin a concerned glance. “Will he be okay to deal with the search?” 
 
    Robin laughed. “Seriously? He lives for stuff like this. You get him out in the woods or in the mountains and he’s right at home. But, I swear, he could get lost in a city in about two blocks going for coffee.” 
 
    Kim giggled and then got up to get more coffee. Without asking, she filled up both of their cups before taking her seat again. 
 
    “What’s the plan for today?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Eat, buy provisions, and then head toward the Boundary Waters.” 
 
    “Out west, our biggest problem is finding water,” Robin said. “But I’m guessing that’s not a problem here.” 
 
    “Nope. Back in the day, folks would drink right from the lakes. But most of us filter the water or boil it now. Ninety percent of the water is just fine, but it’s best to be safe than sorry. I’ve had giardia before. It’s not pretty.” 
 
    Max came back from his shower with his bottom half wrapped in a towel. “Sorry. I forgot to bring a change of clothes with me into the bathroom. Turn your backs.” 
 
    Robin had her back to her brother, so she didn’t have to turn. But she did notice Kim admiring her brother’s body. Then the young woman lowered her head and covered her eyes with her right hand. 
 
    “Don’t forget,” Robin said. “We’ll be in a canoe today.” 
 
    “Got ya, sis. I’ve got some flexible tactical pants. You can open your eyes now, Kim.” 
 
    “I saw some of the scars,” Kim said softly to Robin. 
 
    “He’s got them all over his body,” she said. 
 
    “Are you girls talking bad about me?” he asked, and then came back to the kitchen table, but he didn’t sit down. 
 
    “All nice things, bro. Did you save any water for me?” 
 
    “I was in there for less than five minutes,” he complained. 
 
    “I know. Just kidding.” 
 
    “We need to eat something and get going,” Kim said. 
 
    Robin got up and said, “I’m almost as fast as my brother.” 
 
    Max laughed. “Right. I’m the hare and she’s the tortoise.” 
 
    Putting her hands onto Max’s shoulders, Robin said, “And the tortoise always wins.” With that she sauntered off to the bathroom.
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    Max drove them in his truck around town, where they picked up freeze-dried food and any other supplies they might need. Then they stopped one more time at Kim’s sister’s place to grab her gear. 
 
    On the way out of town, they pulled into the Forest Service Ranger District Office. 
 
    “What do we need here?” Robin asked from the back seat. 
 
    Kim turned to Robin and said, “I normally work in the Duluth office now, but I’ve been assigned here temporarily. I need to let them know I’m heading back into the Boundary Waters.” 
 
    “Should we wait here for you?” Max asked. 
 
    “No. You should see the place and talk with those who have given up the search.” Kim said this with snarky derision. 
 
    They went inside and Max was impressed with the excess expenditure of his tax dollars. The place resembled a high-end mountain lodge. 
 
    Kim introduced them to a number of Forest Service workers, including the District Ranger Chris Johansen, who gave Kim a big hug when they met. The ranger was a bit thick about the midsection and had the physique of a middle-aged man. She was nearly gender indistinguishable. 
 
    “I have your permit,” Chris said, with a husky voice. “I see that Donny’s going with you.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Kim said. 
 
    “Good luck,” Chris said. “You know we’ve tried our best to find your sister. Pam is special to me.” 
 
    Kim rubbed the older woman’s arm and said, “I know. I thought it might be best to have some fresh eyes, though. We’ll keep in touch.” 
 
    Finally, Kim brought them to a small conference room where a stout man got up to greet them. He wore a gun on his right hip, so Max guessed he was Forest Service law enforcement. She introduced the man as Special Agent Wayne Cranston from Milwaukee. 
 
    Max shook the man’s hand and said, “You’re a long way from the land of cheese heads.” 
 
    The special agent said, “You have a western vibe to you.” 
 
    “Guilty,” Max said. “Nevada.” 
 
    The man said, “Oregon.” 
 
    Robin reached out her hand and said, “Utah.” 
 
    “You don’t live together?” Wayne asked. 
 
    “She’s my twin sister,” Max said. “Maybe they do that in Oregon, but not where we’re from.” 
 
    Robin shook the man’s hand and nearly brought the man to his knees with her strength. Max knew how much she hated men who wouldn’t give her a strong handshake. 
 
    After glances all around, the special agent finally said, “I’m a bit confused why the two of you are here. Are you friends of the family?” 
 
    “You could say that,” Max said coyly. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Are you law enforcement?” the Forest Service man asked. 
 
    “Former,” Max said. “Air Force Office of Special Investigations. Retired now.” 
 
    “I guess that explains the bulge.” 
 
    “Why you checking out my bulge. Are you a pervert?” 
 
    “No. I meant under your T-shirt.” 
 
    “As you should know, former federal agents are allowed to carry concealed for life in any state.” 
 
    “I am aware of that fact. I wasn’t. . .” 
 
    “I’m busting your balls,” Max said. 
 
    Wayne shook his head. “Tell me you’re not taking this young lady’s money to investigate her sister’s disappearance.” 
 
    “Somebody’s gotta do it,” Max said. 
 
    “That’s disgusting,” the man said with venom. 
 
    “Don’t be a fucking tool,” Max said. “We aren’t taking any money from Kim. But I would like to know why you’re in here whacking your weasel when Pam Joki is still missing.” 
 
    “Now just a minute. I only got here a couple days ago.” 
 
    Max felt his sister’s hand on his back, meaning to settle down somewhat. “And you’ve already thrown in the towel?” 
 
    “I am assessing the situation,” Wayne said. “We still don’t have a completed autopsy on the man who died.” 
 
    “Sweet,” Max said. “You investigate that, while I go out and find the missing woman.” 
 
    “That’s not fair.” 
 
    “Life isn’t fair, asshole,” Max said. “You think it’s fair to Pam Joki? She needs our help and we’re standing around in this nice shrine to excess waste of my tax dollars and arguing over semantics.” 
 
    The special agent’s jaw slacked and he was suddenly speechless. 
 
    Kim interjected. “I just stopped in to let you know that we’re going into the Boundary Waters to look for my sister.” 
 
    Wayne nodded understanding. 
 
    “I’ll be checking out a SAT phone,” Kim said. “If you need to update me, you can get my number from dispatch.” 
 
    The three of them left the conference room and walked toward the front door. 
 
    Kim stopped them and said, “Let me get the SAT phone.” 
 
    “I’ll wait outside,” Max said. 
 
    He and Robin went to his truck and got inside. The temps were already starting to rise, so he opened his windows all around. 
 
    Robin got into the back seat again, but leaned forward toward Max and said, “You were a little harsh on that man.” 
 
    “He’s a typical bureaucratic pencil pusher sent here to make everything better by sweeping everything under the rug.” 
 
    “That’s very cynical, brother.” 
 
    “Maybe so. But I don’t think I’m wrong. They’re concerned with catching a bear that probably only scavenged on the dead man.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because I know black bears,” he said. “They’re not normally man eaters. But they are opportunists. Meat is meat. Especially when they’re fattening up for a harsh winter.” 
 
    Max saw Kim walk back to the truck with a smirk on her face. She was carrying an older SAT phone. 
 
    Kim got into the front seat across from Max and fastened her seatbelt. Then she turned to Max and said, “Holy crap. I almost lost it when you called that guy a fucking tool.” 
 
    “I call them like I see them,” he said. 
 
    “I see that. I’m glad someone has the balls to do that. Let’s go meet a friend.”
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    Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    After driving to the northeast about a half hour, winding down some narrow roads that got increasingly narrower and turned from paved to gravel, Max finally pulled into the grass driveway of an old house and shut down the engine. The cabin was at the very end of the road. 
 
    “Who lives here?” Max asked. “Sasquatch?” 
 
    Kim laughed and said, “You’re not far off. He’s an old friend in his mid-sixties. His name is Donny Beck. He’s a legend in the Boundary Waters, and a big-time bear expert.” 
 
    As they got out of the truck, a wiry man with a gray ponytail floating over thin shoulders walked out onto his back yard and waved at them. He was wearing khaki shorts, a tank top and hiking sandals. When he approached, he put on a green hat that read ‘Boundary Waters: Pack it in, pack it out.’ 
 
    Max and Robin shook the man’s hand and then they walked toward the lake side of the house. Donny obviously wanted them to see the highlight of his place. 
 
    “This is Snowbank Lake,” Donny said. “It’s one of the main entry lakes to the Boundary Waters on the western side.” 
 
    “That’s a big lake,” Robin said. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Max intoned. “Is this considered the wilderness area?” 
 
    Kim took this question. “There are a number of houses on the southern shore that have been grandfathered into the wilderness act.” 
 
    “The BWCA Wilderness Act of Nineteen Seventy-Eight designated more than a million acres of land,” Donny said. “But some of the old timers already had permanent residences on this lake under lease from the Superior National Forest. But we’re limited to what we can do to the property.” 
 
    “They can’t add on or cut down trees down by the lake,” Kim said. “Eventually, the leases will run out and then these houses will be torn down and blend back into the wilderness.” 
 
    “Some of that has gone on out west as well,” Max said. 
 
    “The waves look a little rough,” Robin observed. 
 
    “Snowbank can be a tough lake to paddle,” Donny agreed. “Small motors are allowed on this lake, but we won’t be using them.” 
 
    “Why not?” Robin asked. 
 
    Kim said, “Because we’d have to ditch them in the woods to portage into the wilderness.” 
 
    “We’re not officially in the wilderness where we stand,” Donny said. He pointed out to the lake. “The wilderness cuts through the center of the lake and back to the south. There are even a few lodges and small commercial camps along the southern shore. If you don’t think you can paddle this, I can get a friend to pull us to the first portage. The lakes get smaller after that.” 
 
    Robin raised her hands in protest. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’ll put her in the bow of my canoe,” Max said. 
 
    Donny smiled at Max. “You look strong enough to paddle both of our canoes.” 
 
    “I’m a little rusty,” Max said with deference. 
 
    “Like riding a bike or a horse,” Donny said. Then he turned to Kim and asked, “Do we have permits?” 
 
    “We’re good for a week,” Kim said. Then to Max and Robin she added, “Donny was with us searching for my sister. I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Donny said. “I would do anything for you or your sister. You’re like the daughters I never had.” 
 
    Kim gave the wiry man a hug and then turned to Max and Robin. “He actually has a son and a daughter. But they live in the Twin Cities.” 
 
    “Turning into a couple of cappuccino-drinking yuppies. I can’t complain, though. They’re good kids, and have given me a couple of awesome grandkids.” 
 
    “The wilderness isn’t for everyone,” Max said. 
 
    “That’s right,” Donny said. “Especially in the winter. This place can be a harsh mistress when the snow flies.” 
 
    Kim checked her watch. “We should get moving. I’d like to get to Disappointment and set up camp before dark.” 
 
    Donny looked at his wrist, but he had no watch. Instead, he glanced up at the sun and said, “Shouldn’t be a problem. We’re going in light. I’ve got my gear already loaded into my canoe. Kim can go in the bow with me. I’ll get the second canoe ready.” 
 
    Max, Robin and Kim went back to the truck to gather their gear. Max and Robin only had backpacks usually used for trail hiking, while Kim had a smaller Duluth pack that most used in the BWCA Wilderness. Kim had also filled a second pack with their food and other gear. 
 
    “I can take the second pack,” Max said to Kim. 
 
    She almost protested, but then allowed him to carry their food pack. 
 
    Max hiked down the hill toward the water. He set the packs on the ground next to the canoe and then headed back up to his truck. He needed to make sure everything was set with his truck before leaving. Alone at the truck, he thought about what was inside. Although the bed of his truck was covered and locked down tight, someone could still break in. But they would never be able to crack open his gun safe inside, where he kept his tactical long rifles and hunting guns, along with extra ammo and handguns. He carried a knife on his left hip and 9mm Glock 17 on his right side. In his pack he also brought a second Glock 17 and extra magazines, which he could access quickly. He wasn’t expecting trouble from man or beast, but it was always better to be prepared for the worst. 
 
    Satisfied he had everything he needed, he found a large rock in front of the truck and placed a spare set of keys under it. He would need to tell Robin where he placed the key in case something happened to him. 
 
    Then he hiked back down the hill to the canoes. By now Donny and the women had put the canoes in the lake and set the paddles against the gunnel. 
 
    “Ready folks?” Donny asked. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Kim said. 
 
    Max gave a thumbs up and Robin simply smiled. 
 
    “First, we must pray for this mission,” Donny said. He closed his eyes and silently prayed. 
 
    Kim and Robin did the same. 
 
    Max kept his eyes open, but he also prayed for the safe return of Pam Joki. He might have stepped away from formal church attendance years ago, but that didn’t mean he didn’t believe in the power of prayer. When bullets and bombs were flying all around him during his years in special forces, he never found one man who was still an atheist. 
 
    They all settled into the two canoes and slowly pushed away from the shoreline. It took Max a short while to remember how to properly J-stroke to keep the canoe gliding in a straight line. Glancing at the canoe in front of them, he noticed that Kim and Donny seemed to have a perfect rhythm already. Either they had canoed together in the past, or they were so experienced that they could quickly pick up on the movements of the other. 
 
    Robin was having some difficulty in the bow. 
 
    “Stick with the right side for a while,” Max said, “and then switch to your left. When you go to your left, I’ll go to the right.” 
 
    She nodded understanding. 
 
    “Look at Kim,” he said. “Between each stroke, twist your hand to glide the paddle over the waves. It cuts down on the wind resistance and saves energy.” 
 
    After a couple of strokes, Robin said, “That’s much better. It also keeps me from hitting the waves with the paddle.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    He never worried about the strength of his sister. She had been a college athlete and a damn good one. She had the shoulders of a swimmer. 
 
    “It’s all about pacing ourselves,” Max said as they pulled up alongside the other canoe. 
 
    “Looking good,” Donny said. “You two are naturals.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that,” Robin said. “I’m already getting tired.” 
 
    After a while, they crossed between a large island and a point sticking out from the Southern shore. The wind died down now, cutting the waves down considerably. 
 
    Donny pointed his paddle briefly and said, “Do you see that slight opening in the forest across the lake?” 
 
    “Yes,” Robin said. 
 
    “That’s our first portage. The beauty of the Boundary Waters is that when you think you can no longer paddle, you hit a portage. Then you have to carry the canoe and packs across rough terrain to the next lake.” 
 
    “But it gives you a break,” Kim added. 
 
    “We cut some distance,” Donny said. “Back behind us, to the Southwest, is where most people put in to this lake. Those are Entry Points Twenty-Seven and Twenty-Eight.” 
 
    “That’s where my sister and her partner would have put in,” Kim said. “Donny, I think we should take the longer portage directly into Disappointment instead of the two smaller portages through Parent Lake.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” Donny said. “Should save us some time.” 
 
    As Max paddled and kept them running straight toward the portage, he couldn’t help wondering how they would even start to find the missing girl. The forest looked dark and thick and unforgiving. It was nothing like the forests he was used to out west. Although there were some thick places along the Coast Range and deep within wilderness areas in the Rockies, most of the terrain was more open. 
 
    They reached the first portage and Max learned that he could carry his backpack and still carry the canoe on his shoulders. 
 
    “The sign said a hundred and forty-four rods,” Max said to Donny in front of him, who was carrying the other canoe. “What is that in real distance?” 
 
    “Almost a half mile,” Donny said. 
 
    Mosquitoes attacked Max on his exposed arms and head, and he had no good way to swat them away. It was like he had stuck his head in a large jar filled with blood sucking bugs. Finally, he set the canoe down and found his bug repellant in an outer pouch on his backpack. He rubbed the repellant on his arms, neck and head before lifting the canoe back to his shoulders. 
 
    Just then, Kim showed up carrying two packs—one on her back and the other across her chest. “I should have told you to put a layer on before doing the portage. My bad.” 
 
    He let Kim pass and couldn’t help checking out her tight butt as she hiked in front of him. 
 
    “I hope I brought enough for this trip,” Max said. 
 
    “I have extra,” Kim said. “You should really worry about the wood ticks.” 
 
    They had some ticks out west, but Max never worried about them. 
 
    Then Kim pulled away and rounded a corner, leaving him behind. 
 
    Soon, Robin came up behind him and said, “I think these mosquitoes are immune to the insect repellant. They’re laughing at me. How does anyone put up with this?” 
 
    Max didn’t have an answer for her. 
 
    They finally got to the end of the portage and put back into the water. 
 
    Disappointment Lake was over three miles long, a narrow structure dotted with multiple islands of various sizes. On the map it appeared like an amoeba that had been squashed. 
 
    They paddled along the southern shore before the lake turned to the north and seemed to narrow even more. 
 
    The canoe with Kim and Donny came up alongside them and the two of them stopped paddling for a moment. Max and Robin also stopped. 
 
    Kim pointed her paddle across the lake toward what appeared to be a large island. “That’s where my sister and her partner were camped. It’s closed down now and taped off. But it looks like we’re in luck. The campsite across the lake on the east shore is open. We can set up there. It’s not an island, but it sits on a nice point. The wind should cut across that point and keep the mosquitoes down somewhat.” 
 
    “That sounds awesome,” Robin said. “This is a beautiful place made difficult by those pests.” 
 
    Kim smiled and said, “It keeps out the cidiots.” 
 
    They paddled over to the point and hauled everything onto shore. Then they set up tents and strung up their food into a tree. The campsite had a heavy picnic table and a campfire pit that appeared to be made from thick steel. Max couldn’t help wondering how the Forest Service had hauled these into the wilderness area. 
 
    Once the camp was set up, Max checked his watch and saw that they had a few hours of sunlight left. 
 
    He met Kim at the picnic table and said, “We should head over to your sister’s campsite before dark.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’ll stay here,” Donny said, moving toward them with an armful of sticks. “I’ll get the fire going.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” Robin said, “I’ll stay here also.” 
 
    “A little sore?” Max asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say I won’t have to worry about missing my gym workout on this trip.” 
 
    Donny laughed. “I haven’t been to a gym since high school. Don’t need one out here.” 
 
    It was settled. Max took the stern and Kim got into the bow. Without the heavy packs, the light canoe cruised much quicker across the water. 
 
    In short order they were across the lake and had pulled into the campsite. They hauled the canoe up onto shore and then wandered up a small hill toward the campsite. 
 
    Kim had been correct. There were yellow crime scene ribbons stretched across the front of the site, along with a sign saying this campsite was closed until further notice. 
 
    She wandered around the campsite pointing out various locations: the tent sites; where she had found her sister’s knife; and where they had found the bear scat. 
 
    “Looks like there’s more scat,” Max said, pointing out a large pile of berry-filled black feces. 
 
    “Damn it.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Donny and that asshole from Milwaukee were both right. Donny thought the bear would come back looking for the dead body. I wasn’t so sure.” 
 
    “They should have the autopsy soon,” Max said. “Then you’ll know for sure what happened to that young man.” 
 
    Kim suddenly broke down and started sobbing. During his days with Air Force OSI, Max had been required to comfort those who had lost loved ones. But this was different. Kim’s sister was missing, and the hardest part was the unknown. What had happened to Pam Joki? 
 
    Without thinking, he simply took Kim in his arms and held her tight as she went through the process of grieving for the uncertain. 
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    Darkness had seeped across the Boundary Waters like a painful dread, with clouds swirling in from Canada chilling those with exposed skin. The cool down was significant relative to the past week, but was still not cold enough to stave off the attack of the mosquitos. 
 
    The predator had returned with his friends to the camp of young girls. This time he was ready to act. They needed more entertainment in their life, and the leading predator vowed to make this happen. 
 
    This time he had his night eyes that were not impacted by a campfire, which had been doused while they still approached from the water nearly an hour ago. By now, he thought, most would be asleep. Each had his job, much like a pack of wolves, where the leader and another would make a frontal attack, while others waited on the periphery to thwart any escape. The key to this strike would be stealth and uncertainty. There had to be a level of ambiguity. Otherwise they would bring down the forces of evil upon themselves. 
 
    The predator, having landed on the hard surface of land, spoke gently to the others. His voice was controlled and precise, knowing exactly where each member of their pack had to be at any given time. 
 
    One of the pack would be taking the canoe at this moment, quietly and without notice. Another member held tight and waited for the signal that it was time to move out, his own vision set on the tent of the leaders of the other force. 
 
    But the leader and his second in command had the most difficult task. They would move directly to the pre-determined structure and remove their target without warning the others. This could only be accomplished with two important items. 
 
    Even though there could have been some awake at this time, the leader knew it was time to act. He waved for his second in command to move in. 
 
    Without notice, the second slipped into the structure and made sure the younger girl would not wake up. Then he stuck a syringe into the other just as she rose up and was about to scream, dropping her back to her sleeping bag. 
 
    Whispering softly into his headset device, the leader said, “All is well. Moving out.” 
 
    Then the leader and his second zipped the girl into her bag and lifted her with ease out of the tent, zipping it closed behind them. 
 
    Now, the girl in the bag over the shoulder of the leader, they stepped lightly through camp to their canoe. They set her gently into the canoe and pushed off quietly into the night. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    The young woman woke from her induced slumber and glanced around her surroundings. She had been in this same place for days, but her dreams always had her somewhere else in a happy place from her youth. 
 
    She pulled on the ubiquitous restraints, a useless effort. Her hands had been tied together with a padded shackle, which was attached to a thick metal wire cable that led outside the tent. Based on the strength she had used to pull on the cable, the other end must have been attached to a large tree. For the first few days her right leg had been equally restrained with a cable that exited the tent from the other side. And that one must have also been attached to a tree. But when she woke up now, her legs were free. Why? 
 
    The last thing she remembered, the medical man had come in and given her something to make her sleep. Part of her wanted to struggle against this sedative. But she had nearly given up any hope of returning to her former life. Especially after they removed the black cover from her head a few days ago. And specifically, for what each of the four men continued to do to her. She had become so sore from their sexual encounters that she had been bleeding down there. She stopped begging for them to end their assault. It would do no good anyway. These men were animals—like cavemen who had dragged a woman from a rival camp as a breeder. 
 
    She listened carefully for the four men. The heavier man usually snored all night, but she didn’t hear that this evening. Another man, she wasn’t sure which one, talked in his sleep. 
 
    But all she heard was frogs down at the lake. 
 
    Then, in the distance, she heard the distinct sound of a canoe tapping the rocks at the lake. Then a paddle slipped and fell against the gunnel. 
 
    Now she could hear voices coming toward her tent. Would they come for her again? Hopefully not. With her legs free, perhaps she could kick them now. 
 
    Suddenly, the tent zipper opened and two of the men carried a package inside, their headlamps lighting the inside of the tent. It was a sleeping bag. Then, the men set the bag down on the ground and found a pair of arms, which they restrained like hers. 
 
    She pretended to be sleeping as the light swept toward her. Just as quickly as they had entered, the two men left the tent and zipped the door closed. 
 
    Now she heard mumbling outside. Was it arguing? More than likely. As the time had gone by, the four of them had become much more confrontational—as if the leader was being challenged. A couple of them wanted to go in and take turns on their new subject, but the leader said they needed to wait. She wouldn’t be fully awake until morning. 
 
    That’s when she heard the sobbing from across the tent. By now her eyes had adjusted enough to see the other person to her left. 
 
    “Quiet,” she whispered softly. 
 
    “What’s happening?” 
 
    “You must be quiet or they will come back tonight,” she instructed. Then she shifted her own sleeping bag closer to the other girl. She sounded very young. By now she could feel the other girl with her leg. The girl moved closer now so their torsos touched and they could whisper closely. “What’s your name?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Judy. Judy Walker.” 
 
    “How old are you, Judy?” 
 
    “Sixteen.” 
 
    My God, she thought. She was a baby. “Where are you from?” 
 
    “Bemidji.” 
 
    “Who are you here with?” 
 
    “A youth group.” Then she seemed to reconsider this and added, “A bunch of delinquents.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A group of girls who have gotten into trouble.” 
 
    She had heard about these groups going into the Boundary Waters to try to straighten out young people. Usually it was young men, though. 
 
    “What about your parents?” 
 
    “Not here. Just three leaders. A man and two women.” 
 
    Good. They would report Judy missing, she thought. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Judy asked. 
 
    How could she answer this? She couldn’t. At least not tonight. This young Judy would panic and scream and the men would feel compelled to come. 
 
    “What’s your name?” the girl asked. 
 
    “Pam Joki.” 
 
    “You’re the Forest Service woman they’re searching for. We heard about you. But they said you might have been taken by an animal like the man.” 
 
    This confused Pam. She assumed that they had simply beat up Duane when they took her. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “They found the young Forest Service man eaten by a bear,” Judy said. 
 
    It was worse than she thought. If these men were willing to kill an innocent young man to take her, they wouldn’t think twice about killing her once they were finished. Or this young girl. 
 
    “Try to sleep,” Pam instructed. She couldn’t tell this girl what to expect. How could she explain the inexplicable?
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    Morning broke with a light drizzle across the Boundary Waters. Max had gotten up in the middle of the night to relieve himself, and the chill in the air had reminded him somewhat of life in the mountains of Nevada. The only difference seemed to be the humidity. And now the mist. 
 
    A light fog swept across Ima Lake around mid-day as the four of them made it from camp to camp asking if anyone had seen Kim’s missing sister. Ima Lake was a number of small portages through small lakes from Disappointment Lake, but it was a popular destination for campers on shorter visits to the wilderness area. According to Kim and Donny, most groups didn’t like to travel too far into the vast wilderness, because eventually they would have to return to Snowbank Lake to their cars at the entry points. Many groups liked to make circular routes so they wouldn’t cover the same lakes. 
 
    Now, sitting on a rock overlooking the lake, Max had just finished looking at his map of the area. Pam Joki could be anywhere out here, he thought. She could even be in Canada by now. Maybe she had succumbed to the elements. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Kim asked as she approached and sat on the rock next to him. She had been taking the bow of Max’s canoe all morning, while his sister Robin paddled in the front of Donny’s canoe. 
 
    Glancing up the hill to Donny and Robin sitting at a picnic table chatting, Max turned back to Kim and said, “I was looking at the map and considering our options.” 
 
    She let out a heavy sigh. “I know the task seems daunting. But I just know Pam is out there. And she needs us.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue that supposition. “I understand,” he said. “But you have to understand that this is a difficult case for me. Usually I have clues to follow. Pam seems to have disappeared without a trace.” 
 
    “I know.” She lowered her chin toward her chest and closed her eyes briefly. “I don’t know how useful it is to talk with these campers. Either they were not here when Pam disappeared, or they have already been asked if they’ve seen her. We sent crews into all of the entry points on the western side of the Boundary Waters, from Moose Lake to Lake One. These crews circled around toward Disappointment Lake asking everyone they met if they had seen Pam. They showed them pictures of her. They flew over in planes and helicopters and found nothing. We did everything but call into the Air Force for satellite coverage.” 
 
    He picked up the map and set it on his lap again. “They checked all of these campgrounds,” Max said, pointing at the red dots on the map of the BWCAW. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “What is this dotted line?” 
 
    “That’s the Kek. The Kekekabic Trail. Why?” 
 
    “Your sister would know about that.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, it runs near Disappointment Lake. Could she have gone on that?” 
 
    “Not likely,” she said, swishing her head side to side. Then she swept her hand across the map. “The Kek runs from Snowbank entry point in the west to the Gunflint Trail in the east. That’s over forty miles of trail. Then it continues on to Lake Superior. This time of year, Pam would have come across dozens of hikers. In fact, a group of local searchers hiked as far as Kekekabic Lake before turning back. Pam would have instinctively headed to the west back toward Ely anyway.” 
 
    Max was out of ideas. But then he thought about something else. What would he do? He pointed to a few smaller lakes on the map and asked, “What about these little lakes?” 
 
    Kim shook her head. “Those are off the beaten path without campgrounds. And they don’t have portages into them.” She pointed into the forest behind her. “That wilderness isn’t easy to navigate. Nobody in their right mind would try to traverse that.” 
 
    She had a damn good point. “All right,” he said. “Let’s loop back and hit a couple more lakes before going back toward Disappointment. We might need to stay out here somewhere if it gets too late.” 
 
    They got back into their canoes and headed to the next portage. The first lake only had a couple of camps and none of the people there had seen anything out of the ordinary. The last lake before getting back to Disappointment was a small lake with only a couple of camps, and only two of those were occupied. 
 
    Donny and Robin were the first to hit the shore and pull the canoe to the bank. Since there were so many canoes at this campsite, Max had to wait for room to pull in and let Kim get out. Finally, he stepped to shore and they simply tied off their canoe to a fallen tree. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” Max asked his sister. 
 
    “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s a retreat of young witches,” Robin whispered. 
 
    A man and two women in their forties came over to Max and seemed a bit frazzled. The man said, “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Kim took this. She pulled out her identification and showed it to the man. “I’m with the Forest Service. We’re here looking for this woman.” She showed the man a well-worn photo of her sister in uniform. 
 
    The man shook his head and showed the photo to the two women with him. They simply shook their heads. 
 
    “We were told about this missing woman when we entered the Boundary Waters a few days ago at Snowbank,” the man said. “We haven’t seen many people since we arrived. This lake is a little off the beaten path.” 
 
    Max considered the map of the area in his mind, and guessed the man might be right. The normal track from Snowbank or Moose Lake deeper into the Boundary Waters passed this lake to the north or the south. 
 
    Donny jumped in. “Have you had any problem with black bears?” 
 
    One of the women said, “A couple of nights ago we chased one from camp.” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure,” the man said. 
 
    Max watched as Robin went into the coven to talk with the young girls. 
 
    “Is this a church group?” Max asked. 
 
    The man smiled. “No. We’re from Beltrami County. These girls are part of a juvenile rehabilitation group.” 
 
    “Juvenile Diversion Program?” Max asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the man said. “Are you familiar with them?” 
 
    “Not really,” Max said. “I’ve heard these programs can work with troubled youth. I’m a former federal agent. By the time criminals got to my level, we were putting them in federal prison.” 
 
    By now, Robin was in the thick of the group of girls in deep conversation. Kim was also with the girls showing them all a photo of her sister. 
 
    “We hope so,” one of the women said. 
 
    Max asked, “How many girls do you have in camp?” 
 
    The man hesitated way too long. Finally, he said, “We have ten girls.” 
 
    That wasn’t too hard, Max thought. A simple head count wasn’t algebra. 
 
    “Where is Beltrami County?” Max asked, stalling to allow Robin to do her thing. 
 
    “Bemidji,” the man said. 
 
    Max raised his hands and said, “I’m sorry. I’m from Nevada.” 
 
    Donny said, “It’s to the west of Ely.” 
 
    “About a hundred and seventy miles,” the man said. 
 
    “I noticed a lot of the girls look to be Native American,” Max said. 
 
    “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just an observation.” 
 
    One of the women explained. “We get girls from across the county for all kinds of reasons. This group just happens to be a little more native than normal.” 
 
    “Again,” Max said. “I meant nothing by my comment. Why are most of the girls in the program?” 
 
    The man said, “It could be anything from assault to shoplifting. We’re trying to turn them around before they end up in real jail. And we’ve got a pretty good track record.” 
 
    Robin and Kim wandered back and his sister nudged up to Max but said nothing. 
 
    Kim asked, “How long is your permit?” 
 
    “Just a couple more days,” the man said. 
 
    “Do you have a SAT phone?” Kim asked. 
 
    The three counselors shook their heads in unison. 
 
    Something wasn’t quite right with this camp, Max thought. But he couldn’t reconcile the problem in his mind. 
 
    They were about to head out when Robin said, “Did they tell you about the missing girl?” 
 
    The male counselor raised his hands and said, “Just a minute. We don’t know if she’s missing.” 
 
    Time to take action, Max thought. Instinctively, his training as an Air Force OSI special agent kicked in. He pulled the man away from the others toward the edge of the camp. He kept his back to the woods so he could still monitor the camp. Out of habit, he had pulled his shirt over the top of his Glock on his right hip. It wasn’t so much out of concern that he would need it, but more of an intimidating factor. 
 
    “Now,” Max said. “Tell me about this missing girl. If you had ten and only have nine now, then one girl is missing.” 
 
    The man seemed embarrassed, as if he might shrink into the mossy soil. “Her name is Judy Walker.” 
 
    “In the program for?” 
 
    “She’s a bit of a klepto,” the man said. 
 
    “How old?” 
 
    “Sixteen going on thirty. One step away from going to a detention center until she reaches eighteen.” 
 
    “And she just took off? When?” 
 
    He paused and hunched his shoulders. “We don’t know. We do a head count each night before going to bed, and then again in the morning. And the girls all have buddies. They are to stick with them at all times.” 
 
    “Has she ever run away?” Max asked. 
 
    He nodded. “That’s why I’m not too concerned. Plus, one of the canoes is also missing.” 
 
    “Did you look for her?” 
 
    “We did. All of us. We asked the other camp on the lake if they had seen Judy, but they hadn’t. We went as far as the portage back toward Disappointment Lake. But it’s a long way back to the Snowbank entry point. We were about to consider if we needed to break camp. But now we don’t have time to do so before dark. It’s not like these girls are fast paddlers. It’s like herding cats half the time.” 
 
    Max could only imagine. He tried to think about how long it would take a girl paddling alone at night and then today to make it back to the entry point. He wasn’t sure a sixteen-year-old could make that trip without help. Especially crossing Snowbank Lake alone. 
 
    “Did you notice this girl was unhappy with being here?” Max asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No more than any of the others. Most of the girls have complained about everything from mosquitoes to their chores. But none of them have been displeased enough to run away.” 
 
    Max said, “It could have been anything. Perhaps something else going on in her life back home.” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Do you have a photo of the girl?” 
 
    The man pulled out his phone and brought up an image, showing Max. She was a pretty girl with dark hair. But she was developed enough to be considered a woman in the mind of the average person. 
 
    “Alright,” Max said. “I’ll get word to the Forest Service to be on the lookout.” 
 
    “You have a SAT phone?” 
 
    “We do.” 
 
    “That would be great. We could head out in the morning with the girls.” 
 
    Max glanced across the lake at one of the empty campsites. “We’ll head across and make camp over there.” 
 
    The man nodded understanding. 
 
    “But first I’ll need to talk with the girl who was buddied up with this Judy Walker.” 
 
    The man went off and Robin came over to him. 
 
    “What did he say?” she asked. 
 
    Max explained what he knew and noticed the man had his hands grasping one of the young girls by the arm. Robin turned and saw the same thing, which made her run toward the confrontation. Within seconds, Robin had the situation diffused and was calmly talking with the young girl as they came to Max. 
 
    Suddenly, Max heard the distinct sound of a gunshot in the distance. 
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    When Max heard the shot, his mind went instinctively to his days as an Air Force Combat Controller. He turned his head to calculate the distance and direction. 
 
    The male counselor came rushing over to Max and pulled him aside. “Tell me you heard that,” he said. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “It was a gunshot, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do you suppose is happening? It’s not the first time this has happened. Yesterday we heard a number of shots.” 
 
    Max had no intention of alarming these people. And he wasn’t really concerned himself, so he didn’t have to sell it to them. He simply said, “If I had to guess, there’s some nimrod shooting to scare off an animal.” 
 
    “Like a bear?” the man asked. 
 
    Smiling, Max said, “I don’t know. Not likely at this time of day. But the inexperienced will hear something stepping through the forest and conjure up Bigfoot in their minds. It’s probably nothing.” 
 
    The man nodded agreement, his hands on his hips and glancing back at the young girls. “Right. Could you tell that to the girls? They don’t believe me.” 
 
    “I will,” he said, and then wandered over to the group of young girls, who were talking with Robin and Kim. 
 
    Robin said, “I explained to them that the shot was quite a distance from here and there was nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Max wasn’t sure about that, but he didn’t want to tell the girls that. He introduced himself and confirmed his sister’s assertion. 
 
    One of the older girls said, “You’ve got a gun. Can you protect us?” 
 
    Max glanced at Robin and Kim and then back to the girls. “I’m sure everything is fine.” 
 
    “Right,” the girl said. “First, Judy goes missing, and now more gunshots. I don’t think it’s fine. It sounded like a rifle.” 
 
    “No,” Max said. “It was a handgun.” 
 
    “How can you be sure?” 
 
    Max was about to answer, when Robin interjected. “He was in combat for multiple deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan. He knows weapons.” 
 
    The young girls seemed relieved and strangely intrigued with this last bit of information. 
 
    By now, the buddy who had tented with Judy Walker had wandered over. She said, “This isn’t the first time we’ve heard gunshots. Judy was freaked out by it.” 
 
    The older girl said, “We all are.” 
 
    Kim said, “I’m with the Forest Service. I’ll make sure to report this to our office in Ely.” 
 
    “Maybe you can stay with us,” the older girl said. 
 
    Kim glanced about the camp and finally said, “This is a double campsite. Even so, we might be over capacity.” 
 
    Max pulled Kim aside and whispered, “I think you could make an exception.” 
 
    “Are you concerned about the shot?” Kim asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Not really. Where I’m from, folks are always shooting up the woods.” 
 
    “But it’s been very dry until recently. They could start a fire.” 
 
    “That’s rare,” Max said. “I could see that in Nevada, but not here.” 
 
    “Regardless, I think maybe we should stay here tonight.” 
 
    When Max got back to the girls, one of them asked Robin, “Is he your husband?” 
 
    Robin laughed. “No. He’s my twin brother.” 
 
    Then the girl glanced at Kim and said, “Oh. So, she’s his girlfriend?” 
 
    Max raised his hands. “She’s not my girlfriend.” 
 
    “I see. Friends with benefits.” 
 
    Kim looked embarrassed. 
 
    One of the girls hit her friend and said, “No, dumbass. She’s Forest Service. Obviously, she’s a lesbian.” 
 
    “I’m not a lesbian,” Kim said. “Not that it’s any of your business.” 
 
    Another shot stopped them all from talking. A couple of the girls held each other for comfort. Max thought they were being over the top, considering these girls were from the Northland and had probably heard a lot of gunshots in their lives. 
 
    Donny came over with the two female counselors. He said, “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Let’s make camp here tonight,” Max said, and then eyed the two female counselors. “Unless the two of you have a problem with that?” 
 
    “Not at all,” the taller woman said. “The more the merrier.” 
 
    Donny took the uncomfortable silence to say, “Alright. I’ll go find a couple of nice spots for tents and start hauling the gear up here.” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” Robin said. 
 
    The two of them wandered back to the canoes. 
 
    Max said to Kim, “We need to call your office about the girl who left last night.” 
 
    Kim nodded agreement and the two of them headed to a rock outcropping on the edge of the lake. She found the SAT phone provided by the Forest Service, and powered it up. “No missed calls,” she said. 
 
    Once she got linked to the satellites, she punched in the number for her office and waited. 
 
    “Tell me you’re not calling the tool,” Max said. 
 
    She shook her head and said into the phone, “Hi, Chris?” After a few seconds, Kim explained their situation. Then she said to Max, “What’s the girl’s name?” 
 
    “Judy Walker from the Bemidji area,” Max said. 
 
    She repeated his words and then listened. Then she told her colleague about the shots being fired nearby. 
 
    “I know they’re allowed in the Boundary Waters,” Kim said, “but. . .no problem.” 
 
    Max raised a finger and then asked for the SAT phone. “Hi, this is Max Kane,” he started, and then tapped the speaker phone button. 
 
    “Yes, we met the other day,” the woman on the other end said. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “When the extensive search of the Boundary Waters happened, did you track the permits to those you spoke with?” 
 
    “Yes, we did. Why?” 
 
    “Do you have a list of those you couldn’t contact?” he asked. 
 
    “We assumed some campers must have gone deeper into the wilderness. We did track those we had not contacted.” 
 
    “Could I get a copy of those?” Max asked. 
 
    “Of course. But you have to understand that we might have missed some people coming and going. Campers aren’t required to check out. They order their permits online with a group leader, and must now give the names of each party member. They must designate their entry point. But many people get dropped off and picked up at the entry points.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Max asked. 
 
    Kim took this. “There have been a lot of car break ins at entry points over the years. So, some of the locals make money allowing campers to park at their homes to watch their vehicles.” 
 
    That made sense, Max thought. “And some even enter the BWCA from other locations.” He smiled at Kim. 
 
    “Sometimes locals do that,” the district ranger admitted. “But that practice is frowned upon.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed all of the canoes have a Minnesota sticker on them,” Max said. 
 
    Kim said, “That’s required by the state of Minnesota.” 
 
    Max thought about one more thing. “Will you please have your people check on the missing young girl, Judy Walker?” 
 
    “We will,” the district ranger said. 
 
    Max handed the phone back to Kim, who took the phone off speaker and turned her back to finish the conversation, while he pulled out his map from his small day pack and unfolded it on his lap as he sat on the rock. He found their current position and tried his best to track where the gunshot came from. But he was having a difficult time. All he saw was trees for a couple of miles to the northwest. 
 
    Kim sat on the rock next to him and asked what he was looking at. 
 
    “We’re here,” he said. “And the gunshot came from back this way. It’s mostly forest, though.” 
 
    “Except for those three lakes,” she said, pointing at the map. “But there’s no campsite on any of them. No portage into the lakes, either.” 
 
    “These lakes don’t have names?” Max said. 
 
    “The lakes without navigation might not get a name.” 
 
    He checked the legend on the map and said, “It looks like it might be a quarter mile wide on both sides for each of them.” 
 
    “That sounds right,” she agreed. 
 
    Then he found the narrowest point from their current lake and estimated the distance to the first lake. “That’s about a quarter mile through the forest.” 
 
    “If someone’s back there, they’d have to be crazy,” Kim reasoned. 
 
    “As a fisherman, I might hike back there to try to slay some native trout,” he said. “It could be a good place for them to grow big.” 
 
    “I know people who have done that,” Kim said. “They pull their canoes into the woods and hike in.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to check on them today. We can check them out in the morning.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    Max and Kim went to help set up camp. By the time they finished, darkness had started to envelope the lake. The mist had subsided, but with the darkness came a slight chill in the air. 
 
    The man in charge of the young girls had a fire going and one of the ladies was helping prepare dinner for them. 
 
    Max, Robin, Kim and Donny ate their own meals of dehydrated pasta, and then they joined the girls around the large campfire as darkness was complete. 
 
    Donny was showing a few of the girls how to whittle with a small knife. 
 
    Robin was answering all kinds of questions about her job as a lawyer back in Salt Lake City. 
 
    Then a number of the girls sat near Max and wanted to know about his time in the military. 
 
    Max wasn’t one to share these stories with just anyone. He usually reserved talking with anyone about the wars with those who had been there. It was hard for civilians to understand what he had gone through. There was no way to sugarcoat how he had watched young bodies blown to pieces, or a head seemingly explode in front of him. Other than TV or video games, these young girls would have no frame of reference. So instead, he simply relayed stories from his time with Air Force Office of Special Investigations. 
 
    “But I thought you were a warrior,” the oldest looking girl said. She appeared to be Native American. 
 
    “I was for my first ten years,” Max said. “Then I became an officer and decided to learn to investigate crimes.” 
 
    “Isn’t it more important to kill your enemy?” she asked. 
 
    “Renata,” one of the female counselors warned. “I’m sure he doesn’t want to talk about that.” 
 
    His sister put her hand on his lower back for comfort. 
 
    “It’s not appropriate conversation for young ladies,” Max said. 
 
    “But at least you know how to use that gun,” the girl said hopefully. 
 
    Robin said, “My brother is an expert marksman with handguns and rifles.” 
 
    “Were you ever shot?” another girl asked. 
 
    “A couple of times,” Max said. “And blown up.” 
 
    Silence, as those around the fire contemplated Max’s revelation. He was proud of his service, but he didn’t feel extra special that he had been wounded in action. It was simply a matter of fact. 
 
    Finally, the male counselor said, “I think it’s time for you girls to hit the sleeping bags. We’ll consider breaking camp in the morning and heading back.” 
 
    There were a number of girls who protested, but an equal number of girls seemed happy with this prospect. Flashlights came on as the girls wandered to their tents. Some went directly to the latrine back in the woods, making sure to have a buddy with them as instructed. 
 
    Once they were gone, the adults only left around the fire, the shorter of the female counselors said, “Do we really need to head back?” 
 
    The lead counselor said, “We have a missing girl.” 
 
    “I know. But this might be our last chance to get through to these girls.” 
 
    Max understood their dilemma. He said, “Although we don’t know what happened with Judy, it might be a good idea to head back to the entry point.” 
 
    “What will you do?” the man asked. 
 
    Before Max could answer, another shot broke the silence of night. His head swiveled directly toward the sound, pinpointing the location even better. 
 
    “I’m gonna look into that,” Max said, and then got up from the fire and wished them all a good night. 
 
    As he wandered toward his tent, his sister caught up with him and wrapped her arm in his. “What do you think?” 
 
    He didn’t answer until he had gotten far enough away from the camp of girls and the campfire. Then he stopped and faced Robin. “I think that girl didn’t run away,” he said. “Just like Kim’s sister didn’t take off or get eaten by a damn bear.” 
 
    “I agree,” Robin said. “This Judy Walker didn’t take her purse with her. She left her phone and everything of importance in that purse.” 
 
    Just then a loon called across the lake, its eerie cry echoing off the water. Max had only heard this call on TV, but it was much more spectral in person. It was as if the Minnesota state bird was crying and laughing at him all at once. 
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    The leader of the pack sat around the campfire and listened to the sounds of the night. There were those damn loons, of course. But their voices were drowned out by the sounds coming from the tent. The professor was having his way with the new arrival again, making sure she understood her place in their pack. 
 
    When the SAT phone clipped to his belt suddenly buzzed, the leader wasn’t sure if he should pick up. But eventually he pulled the phone from its case and put it to his ear. 
 
    “Why are you calling so late?” he asked. 
 
    He listened for a moment and then nodded as if the caller could see him do so. 
 
    About to answer, the leader instead yelled at the car salesman, “Don’t shoot that damn gun again.” 
 
    The fat salesman looked confused. “It keeps those stupid bears away.” 
 
    “It also tells everyone in the county that we’re here,” the leader said. Then he got back on the phone and thanked the caller. 
 
    There should have been no contact, the leader knew. But they had prepared for every possible outcome. 
 
    The fat man came over to the fire and holstered his handgun. Then he took a seat on a log. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    “There is no problem.” 
 
    “We weren’t supposed to get a call unless there was a problem,” the salesman reminded his friend. 
 
    The leader said, “Just stop shooting. The bears aren’t a problem.” 
 
    “What about the wolves?” 
 
    “We are the wolves,” the leader reminded his old friend. “What’s going on back there?” 
 
    The fat man turned toward the tent and then back to his friend. “The professor again. You know how he likes the young ones.” 
 
    The leader shook his head. “He’s around young girls every day.” 
 
    “Pent up energy.” The fat salesman laughed and his jowls shook long after the laugh finished. 
 
    “Where’s the doc?” 
 
    “Sleeping. I think he’s getting bored.” 
 
    “Thailand was more interesting to him.” 
 
    “I agree. I didn’t know he liked them that young.” 
 
    “The man wants what the man wants.” 
 
    Just then, the professor exited the tent and zipped the fly on the tent before doing the same to his pants. The man might have been the lowest on the totem pole, but that also meant he got first shot at each of the girls. 
 
    Sitting at the fire, the professor stroked his scraggly beard before talking. “I usually don’t like an audience, but I must admit that was quite interesting.” 
 
    “You took Doc’s place with the second time?” the leader asked. 
 
    “That’s the rule,” the professor said. “Without rules, we have chaos.” 
 
    The leader knew this better than anyone in the pack. Which meant he had to wait for the salesman to take his turn before he batted clean-up—the unintended consequences of size and power. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Pam almost immediately went to the young girl once the man they called the professor left the tent. Judy was sobbing throughout the experience. At least Pam had been able to warn the young girl that this was coming. They always came in order, from the bearded man to the skinny man they called Doc, and then the fat guy and finally the leader. It had taken her a couple of days to figure out that the pack had a pecking order—not just of power within the pack, but also in their size. They got increasingly larger from first to last. Luckily, none of them was massive. She had experienced a monster in college, and that had been uncomfortable. Painful. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Pam said, her hands stroking the young girl’s hair. 
 
    “I didn’t fight enough,” the girl complained between sobs. 
 
    “I tried that at first,” Pam said. “But in the end, it doesn’t matter. We have no power here. They have physical restraints, drugs to knock us out, and guns to kill us if we fight too hard.” 
 
    “Is that why they keep shooting? To scare us?” 
 
    “Truthfully?” Pam said. “I think they are afraid of the forest.” If they could only escape, Pam knew that she could even the odds. She knew this wilderness area better than most, and surely better than these cidiots. 
 
    “I’m afraid,” Judy said. 
 
    Pam hugged the young girl. “I know. I am too. But I also know that they won’t stop looking for us.” 
 
    She shook her head. “Nobody will look for me.” 
 
    “Of course they will.” 
 
    “No. My mother is in jail. I’m in foster care.” 
 
    “What about your father?” 
 
    “I don’t know who he is. My mom said he was nobody I wanted to know.” 
 
    Pam hugged the girl tighter and whispered in her ear. “We will get out of here. I promise.” 
 
    What Pam wasn’t telling her new young friend is that these men had gone from being masked at all times to freely showing their faces. That was never good. That meant they didn’t plan on letting them go. They would either end up at the bottom of the lake, or in a shallow grave in the nearby bog. 
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    Morning broke with another misty fog hanging over the lake. Max had been the first out of his tent, where Robin still slumbered. Donny and Kim were also sleeping in the larger of the two tents. 
 
    He just finished brewing a pot of coffee on a small backpacker’s gas stove. He took his cup of coffee and wandered down to the lake, which looked like a dark blue sheet of glass. 
 
    Glancing back at the campsite, he decided he needed to make a phone call. He pulled out his small SAT phone from his pocket and turned it on. He kept the phone off most of the time to save the battery. Once it powered up and acquired satellites, he punched in a number for his friend with the Naval Criminal Investigative Service. NCIS Special Agent Martina Lopez had worked with Max on a case not too long ago in Corpus Christi, Texas. Since then, they had met a couple of times to renew their relationship. She was a feisty Porto Rican from South Florida. 
 
    “What do you need now?” Martina asked. 
 
    He had called her earlier, before departing Ely, to have her look into something for him, so he thought she would have expected this call. “Same favor,” Max said softly, knowing his voice would carry across the water. 
 
    “You’re really trying to get me into trouble,” she said. 
 
    “Not at all,” he said. 
 
    Silence on the other end as Max turned when he heard a zipper open on a tent. Coming out of the larger tent was Kim, who didn’t seem to notice him yet. She simply headed off toward the latrine back in the woods. 
 
    Martina said, “The guy in question is originally from the Twin Cities.” 
 
    “Is someone there?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m at the office.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “It’s not easy to dig dirt on people like this,” she said. 
 
    “I know. Could you maybe go farther back?” 
 
    “Why are you whispering?” 
 
    “It’s early. I’m in the wilderness. Do the math.” 
 
    She laughed. “Alright. But you’ll owe me bigtime. When are we gonna meet again? I need some Max time.” 
 
    “Maybe once I’m done up here. I can drive to Florida.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it. Remember, I’m armed and dangerous.” 
 
    “So am I,” he assured her. Then they both hung up. 
 
    Kim came down to the shore with a cup of coffee keeping both of her hands warm. “Morning.” 
 
    “Good morning. Did you sleep alright?” 
 
    “Like a baby. Luckily, Donny doesn’t snore. What’s it like sleeping with your sister?” 
 
    He frowned at her. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it that way,” she assured him. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “We shared a womb for nine months, and a room while growing up. We had a small house.” 
 
    “Robin said your parents are gone. I understand how that is.” 
 
    “It’s been a long time for me. In some ways it’s freeing for some people.” 
 
    “How’s that?” 
 
    “Some people live to please their parents,” he explained. “When they’re no longer there, you can only disappoint yourself.” 
 
    “I can’t imagine you ever being a disappointment to anyone.” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “That’s why I’ve never married and have no kids.” 
 
    “I’m guessing your military service had something to do with that.” 
 
    “That’s my excuse, I guess.” 
 
    She turned back toward the camp and then to him again. “What about Robin?” 
 
    “She was married for a while. When she couldn’t have kids, her husband filed for divorce.” 
 
    Kim sipped her coffee and then let out a heavy sigh, which came out like the fog on the water. “That’s harsh. She seems like she’d be a good mother.” 
 
    “So do you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about that. It’s hard to bring a child into this world. Would you consider it some day?” 
 
    “At my age, I’d have to find a woman at least ten years younger than me.” 
 
    She smiled at him. “You’re a handsome man. I’m sure that wouldn’t be too hard.” 
 
    “I’m a broken dysfunctional veteran,” he said. “Like most of us, we have demons of our youth. I’m not sure most women could understand that.” 
 
    She put her hand on his forearm and said, “A good woman would understand. You served your country honorably. We owe you everything.” 
 
    Max was embarrassed when civilian folks talked like this. If she knew the things he had done for God and Country, she might reel in horror. War was never pretty. 
 
    She moved her hand from his arm to his shoulder, picking something from his clothes.  “A tick,” she said. “You need to check yourself often up here. They can carry Lime Disease.” 
 
    His mind shifted to her running her hands over his body checking him for ticks. 
 
    “More coffee,” he said, and headed back to the campsite. 
 
    Soon, Robin and Donny emerged from the tents and they all started working on breakfast. By now the other camp full of girls was active as well. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Donny asked. 
 
    Max lifted his chin at the other campsite and said, “We could make sure they break camp and get moving.” 
 
    “And then?” Robin asked. 
 
    “We’ll pack up and check on the three small lakes.” 
 
    Kim said, “You know there are dozens of lakes like that around here.” 
 
    “Maybe so,” Max said. “But we know for sure that someone is camped out on one of these. And they aren’t shy about shooting off their guns. Besides, it’s the only lead we have.” 
 
    Robin smiled at Max. She had a tendency to convey so much with a simple facial expression. At least to him. He imagined he could do the same with her. 
 
    While Donny and Robin packed up their camp, Max and Kim helped with the girls and the counselors. Soon, all of them were packed into their canoes and ready to head out. 
 
    The counselors thanked the two of them for their help. 
 
    “Make sure you go to the Forest Service office in Ely on your way out,” Kim said. “They could have information on your missing girl. Someone would have seen her and helped her between here and the entry point. You should talk with District Ranger Chris Johansen.” 
 
    The counselors nodded and got into their canoes. Each counselor took the stern, with kids in the front. Max guessed that with 13 in their group to begin with, someone had been forced to ride in the center with six canoes. Now with only five canoes, two girls had to ride in the center among the backpacks. 
 
    They waved them goodbye and went off to their own canoes. 
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    Before heading out, Max changed up a few things in his daypack, adding additional weapons and gear, along with some food and water. He also had a survival filter straw that he could use to drink out of any body of water without worrying about disease or parasites. 
 
    Then, as the fog started to lift somewhat, they navigated their two canoes toward the north side of the lake. Here the lake got narrow, as if a river entered from this side. 
 
    “Does this become a river?” Max asked Kim and Donny. 
 
    Donny said, “No, I think the lake fills from springs under a floating bog to the north.” 
 
    “It’s not something you want to try to cross on foot,” Kim added. “You fall into a deep spot and it’ll suck you in like a black hole.” 
 
    Good to know, Max thought. He was more used to solid ground out west. 
 
    Remembering the map, Max pointed to a spot on the western shore that seemed like an indentation. “That looks about right for the first lake.” 
 
    Without answering, Donny turned his canoe toward that location. Both canoes pulled in and they hoisted the canoes onto a bed of soft moss under a patch of cedars. 
 
    Max took out his map and compass and checked on their location. 
 
    “You go old school,” Kim said, as she found her GPS. She started to acquire satellites. 
 
    “My compass doesn’t run out of batteries,” Max said. “And I hate to trust my life on some twelve-year-old Asian worker who assembled that thing.” 
 
    “I hear ya,” Kim said. “That’s why I use both.” 
 
    Max smiled and pulled out his own GPS. “Same here.” He also acquired satellites and then punched in a waypoint so he could precisely find his way back to this location. 
 
    “Where are we heading?” Robin asked. 
 
    “I need you all to stay here,” Max instructed. 
 
    “No way,” Kim said. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    He had to admit that he could use her help. Max wasn’t entirely familiar with the Northwoods. “Alright. But if I tell you to head back, you head back. Got it?” 
 
    Kim nodded agreement. 
 
    “Okay,” Max said, checking out his map. “This first lake looks to be the farthest in of the three.” 
 
    “Almost a half mile,” Kim said. “But we won’t be able to move on to the second lake without coming back here first.” 
 
    Donny leaned over their shoulders and said, “She’s right. That swamp will be impassable this time of year. Even in the coldest months of the winter it can be a problem with the warm springs underneath. You’ll need to come back here.” Then he pointed his finger to another location. “We can come around this point and cut through the forest on the other side of the slough.” 
 
    “We might not have to do that,” Max said. “This could be the lake we’re looking for.” He folded his waterproof map and put it into the side pocket on his tactical pants. 
 
    Max and Kim headed slowly into the forest, which consisted of mostly cedar, balsam fir and patches of alder. Although the alder looked like easier walking, Max soon found out that this was some of the most difficult type of woods he had ever tried to cross. He felt like they were moving two steps forward and one step back, trying to weave through the deadfalls and twisted trees. Then his foot would suddenly sink into a hole of black water up to his knee. 
 
    He quickly realized that anyone would have to be crazy to go to this remote lake, especially trying to carry packs and canoes. 
 
    But the two of them stayed on a direct line to the west until they could finally see an opening on the horizon. 
 
    “Here we go,” Kim said. 
 
    They came to a spot alongside the small lake where they could see the entire body of water. The shoreline was almost entirely covered to the edge by alder and cedar. The lake itself was about a quarter mile across in each direction. But it took them only a second to dismiss it. 
 
    “There’s no way in hell anyone is staying here,” Kim said. 
 
    “Even if they could get a canoe in here, there’s no good campsite. It’s no wonder the Forest Service didn’t bother putting in a portage.” 
 
    “This would even be hard to get to in the winter,” she said. 
 
    He checked his watch and pulled out his map again. He found their campsite from the night before and matched that with their current position. “The gunshot must have carried farther than normal across these lakes.” 
 
    She pointed toward the swamp again. “Sound travels funny over this kind of structure. Sometimes cedar will suck up the sound completely. But then you have these three lakes and that could have made the sound travel farther.” 
 
    Max had to agree with her assessment. He was used to more open areas. Iraq was flat and more desert. Afghanistan was mountainous, but much more arid than these north woods. Even his hunting experiences out west were a poor training ground to establish gunshots—especially in the dry mountains of Nevada. 
 
    “Alright,” Max said. “Let’s try to follow our steps back to the canoes. Lead the way.” 
 
    She smiled and looked at her GPS strapped around her neck on a lanyard. “This will keep us on track.” 
 
    As they walked back through the thick forest, Max wondered anew if Kim’s sister could have still been out here on her own. Water was not a problem to find, but the hopelessness of navigating through this type of forest would have been very discouraging after a short distance. 
 
    Despite covering the same distance on their return trip, they made a little better time. 
 
    Robin asked, “Well, what did you find?” 
 
    Max shook his head. “That is one tough forest to cross through.” 
 
    “I meant at the lake?” Robin said. 
 
    “Not a damn thing.” 
 
    “We should grab something to eat,” Donny said. “We got a little late start this morning. We’ll need to make up time this afternoon.” 
 
    Max knew this. If they found nothing at these lakes, they would have to regroup and find a place to camp that night. 
 
    “Also,” Donny said. “Next time you should leave one of the SAT phones with us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kim said. “That would have made more sense.” She pulled off her small pack and found the Forest Service SAT phone, which she handed to Donny. “I leave it off until I need to use it. Saves the battery.” 
 
    Donny smiled. “I do have a set of walkie talkies with me in my main pack. We could use those.” 
 
    “What kind of range do you get in this forest?” Max asked. 
 
    Shrugging, Donny said, “They’re supposed to work to twenty-five miles. But that’s under ideal conditions across water. In this stuff we’ll be lucky to reach out ten miles. Maybe less.” 
 
    While they ate trail mix and jerky, Donny found his radios. He handed one to Kim and said, “You should keep it on at all times. The batteries will last about a week. Plus, I have spare batteries in my pack.” 
 
    After eating, they got back in their canoes and paddled slowly toward their next potential stop, which put them on the other side of the large bog. Here their lake had widened a bit to a couple hundred yards wide. 
 
    They paddled close to shore to try to find a good place to put in to land, but it wasn’t ideal anywhere. Finally, Donny found a spot that seemed to be a bit harder surface. Which made sense, since the terrain inland seemed to rise up with a strip of rocks, like an arm of magma had bubbled up from an underground volcano and solidified in a straight line for hundreds of yards. 
 
    Once they got ashore, Max found his map and pinpointed precisely where they were. It looked like they would be able to follow the rock structure for its entire distance and perhaps see the lake from that elevated position. 
 
    “You see what I see?” Max asked Kim. 
 
    “I think so,” she said. “This should give us a view for quite a distance.” 
 
    Robin came up and put her arm around Max. “This looks more like what you’re used to,” she said. 
 
    “I hope so,” Max said. “Give me rocks and dry ground any day of the week.” 
 
    Before heading out, Max dug into his backpack and found his smaller 10x40 binoculars, which he strapped to his torso. 
 
    Just as they were leaving, a light mist came at them from the west, right in their faces. 
 
    “Be careful,” Robin warned. 
 
    Max smiled and gave his sister a thumbs up. 
 
    The walking here was good for a while. Then the rocks started to get much steeper. This happened just as the mist turned to a steady rain. Max had to give it to Kim. She was a trooper, keeping up with his steady pace. 
 
    In a quarter of a mile, they crossed what seemed to be the highest point on the rock formation. But their visibility was hampered somewhat by the rain and some tall white pines to the north of the rocks—the direction of the lake they sought. 
 
    “If we can cross over to that rock formation,” Max said, “we should have a better view.” 
 
    Kim glanced down the sharp drop-off and her eyes seemed to be calculating the ascent on the other side. “Sounds like our only option.” 
 
    Max nodded and took the lead. Going down was only problematic because of the slippery rocks. Luckily, Max had worn his low hikers, which had a great grip on these rocks. Going up on the other side was a little more difficult. In a few places they had to pull themselves up to ledges with trees growing out of the rocks or on narrow outcroppings. At the very top, Max reached to help Kim. Just as he grasped her right hand, her foot gave way and she dangled for a moment. But she was light enough for Max to grab with his second hand and simply lift her up to the top. 
 
    She grasped onto him with her arms around his chest like a bear hug. Breathing heavily, their faces just inches away, she shook her head and said, “That was close.” Then she reluctantly gave up her death-grip on him and straightened out her shirt. 
 
    He glanced down the rocks and realized coming up would be the easy part. Going down would be very tough, he thought. But he kept that to himself for now. 
 
    Now he hiked along this ridge until the lake to the north came into full focus. He lifted his binoculars to his eyes and saw that the rain had done a number on them. Max pulled out his dry shirt and wiped down both ends of the binoculars and then put them back to his eyes. This lake was a little smaller than the first lake they had hiked to, but it was perhaps possible for someone to camp there, since it had a number of higher areas on the north side of the lake. But there was a bigger problem. There would be no way to get a canoe into the lake. He guessed one could hike in with a fishing rod and try to catch something, though. 
 
    “What do you think,” Kim asked from his side. 
 
    “Nobody on that lake,” he said. 
 
    “Could there have been last night when we heard the gunshots?” 
 
    “Doubtful.” He pointed down toward the only way into the lake from their lake. “There’s no good place for a canoe.” 
 
    “Someone could have hiked in,” she said. “But it looks like an alder swamp like the one we crossed to get to the first lake.” 
 
    “Not fun.” 
 
    Max turned around and glanced through his binoculars at the first lake they had hiked to. From this location he couldn’t see the water, but he could tell there was a dip in the land and where the lake sat. He turned farther to his left, finding the lake where they had stayed the night before. Although he couldn’t see their campsite, he could envision where it was situated. Finally, he swept his binoculars back toward the lake where Robin and Donny were at this time. 
 
    “Try to reach them on the radio,” Max said. 
 
    Kim pulled out the radio and hit push to talk. “Base, this is Joki One.” 
 
    “Coming through clear,” Donny said on the radio. “What’s your position?” 
 
    “Top of the rocks,” Kim said. 
 
    “Copy that. See anything?” 
 
    “Negative. Will inform.” 
 
    She turned down the volume and put the radio back in her pack. 
 
    “You sound pretty official,” Max said. 
 
    Kim hit him in the left arm. “Donny has been on a lot of our search and rescue efforts. We’ve worked together many times.” 
 
    “Including last week looking for your sister?” he asked. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Max lifted his binoculars and decided to see what else he could view from up high. He traced the lake they were on to the end. He guessed they would have to go there to find the last of the three remote lakes. Then he slowly moved the binoculars to the left, making sure to determine where the third lake sat. Although he couldn’t see the actual lake, he could see the dip in the terrain where it sat. He suddenly stopped when he saw it. Rising up above the tree line was a narrow strip of smoke. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    Max turned to her and said, “A campfire.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    15 
 
      
 
    Back in his Air Force combat controller days, Max could have simply pinpointed the location of the camp and called in for satellite or drone coverage to see exactly what was there without having to go there. But he didn’t have that luxury now. 
 
    Max and Kim hurried back toward their canoes. The rain was coming down harder again. 
 
    When they came to the steep cliff that they had to descend, Max decided to go first, finding the best route to make it to the saddle below. He got to the bottom and turned, telling Kim to follow, but she was already on her way. 
 
    Suddenly, she lost her footing and careened off the rocks toward him. 
 
    Max did his best to catch her, but it was never easy to catch a falling body, despite the fact that Kim weighed only about a hundred and twenty pounds. 
 
    Together they hit the ground and rolled over rocks. She ended up on his chest, their faces inches apart. 
 
    “Are you alright?” he asked her. 
 
    Based on the look on her face, she wasn’t. She shook her head. “It’s my ankle.” 
 
    He lifted her off of him and set her on her butt on a softer spot. He wasn’t perfect either. A large rock lodged into his back on the final roll, with the extra weight of Kim shoving it into his back. 
 
    “Which ankle?” he asked. 
 
    “Left.” 
 
    He had been trained extensively in first aid during his years in the military, and the ankle was one of the most common injuries. 
 
    Kim was wearing lower hiking shoes like Max. When he pulled down her sock, he could already see that her ankle was starting to swell significantly. He suspected bruising would come next. 
 
    “Well, there’s good news and bad news,” he said. 
 
    “The good news?” 
 
    “The good news is you have no bone sticking out of your skin.” 
 
    “The bad news?” 
 
    “Well, it could still be broken. Even worse, perhaps, is a bad sprain. It takes much longer to heal tendons than bones.” 
 
    “You’re just Captain Fantastic, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Well, I was a captain in the Air Force. I can help you.” 
 
    He had a couple of knives with him, from his standard folding knife to a Leatherman multi-tool with everything from a knife blade to a small saw. He chose the multi-tool to quickly cut some small branches. Then, using some paracord from his pack, he wrapped the sticks on each side of her ankle to hold it in place and keep her from injuring it further. 
 
    “Aren’t you the Boy Scout,” she said. “Thanks. It feels better already.” 
 
    “Alright. Let’s get you back to the canoe.” 
 
    He helped her to her feet. If she was in pain, she wasn’t showing him. But he helped her keep some of her weight off the ankle. 
 
    “Should we call them and tell them I’m hurt?” she asked. 
 
    “We could,” he said. “But I think we should just try to make it back as soon as possible.” 
 
    The going was much slower than normal. The biggest obstacle came right away, climbing up the other side of the saddle. Once they got back up to the top, the highest point in the area, the going was much easier. It was nearly flat across the top and then a gradual decline on the far end toward the lake. Across the top, Max had simply hoisted her over his shoulder and carried her. 
 
    “You’re a lot stronger than you look,” she said. “I should have known after I saw you half naked coming out of my shower.” 
 
    “We trained for this years ago,” Max said. “Back then I had to carry guys over two hundred pounds. You’re a lightweight in comparison.” 
 
    “Glad we didn’t have pancakes this morning,” she said. 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t have a breakfast burrito,” he laughed. 
 
    She slapped his back and he grunted in pain. Yeah, he’d have a bruise where he hit that rock, he thought. 
 
    They came down out of the rocks and Max saw the canoes ahead. 
 
    Robin saw that Max was helping Kim so she hurried to help him. The last fifty yards were much easier with the two of them nearly carrying Kim. 
 
    “What happened?” Robin asked. 
 
    “She fell down a rock cliff,” Max said. “Luckily, she hit something soft.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    Kim laughed. “Your brother.” 
 
    They got to the lake front by the canoes, and Max noticed they had a fire going. Donny was wrapped in his sleeping bag. 
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    Donny said. “No big deal. I fell in the lake. I’m good now.” He pulled off his sleeping bag and started to roll it up tight. 
 
    “But we have a slight problem,” Robin said. “When Donny fell in the lake, he was carrying the Forest Service SAT phone.” 
 
    “No problem,” Max said. “It should be waterproof.” 
 
    Kim shook her head. “Not these. They’re old.” 
 
    Max took off his backpack and dug inside. “I hope mine is okay after the accident.” He found his SAT phone and it looked pristine. “Should be good.” 
 
    He lifted the back of his shirt and asked Robin to take a look. 
 
    She gasped. 
 
    So did Kim. “Oh, my God,” Kim said. “I’m so sorry. It’s bruised the size of a football.” 
 
    He figured he had a few cracked ribs. It wasn’t the first time. 
 
    “Alright,” Max said, pulling his shirt down. “We need to get moving. We found a camp on the third lake.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Donny asked. 
 
    “We saw a camp fire there,” Kim interjected. 
 
    Within seconds, they were back in the canoes and heading toward the location Max guessed they would have to portage to the lake. In the canoe Kim’s ankle wasn’t much of a problem. Portages would be a task, though. 
 
    At the far end of the lake, down a narrow passage, Max stopped paddling to glance at his map. He was particularly interested in the terrain between the two lakes. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t noticed this before, but there was a strip of higher ground that ran between the lakes, like a spine on the back of a whale. 
 
    Max pointed to a location along the shore and said, “I think we should put in there.” 
 
    In the front of the canoe, Robin said, “It looks like someone has already been here more than once.” 
 
    Paddling slowly toward shore, Max kept them on a straight line toward what appeared to be a worn area against a bank beneath some cedars. 
 
    After nudging against the shore, Robin stepped out and pulled the canoe out of the water far enough for Max to climb forward and get out. Then Max and Robin pulled their canoe all the way ashore onto the mossy ground. 
 
    Max immediately knew that others had been here recently. 
 
    They helped Kim out of her canoe and had her sit against a cedar tree, while they steadied the canoe to allow Donny to climb out. 
 
    Once they were all ashore, Max stepped into the woods a short distance to verify his suspicions. Someone had made their own portage here. 
 
    Donny came up behind Max and said, “This is it. But remember, it’s not unprecedented for people to go off the beaten path. Some like to get away from the crowds. Especially this time of year.” 
 
    Max could sympathize with that sentiment. That was why he spent so much time alone at his mountain cabin in the summer months. He was avoiding the hot, dry summer days of Northern Nevada, while getting away from tourists. 
 
    Max turned to see Robin checking on Kim’s ankle. He went over to get the scoop. “Well? Will she live?” 
 
    “Nice job on the splint,” Robin said. “I have an Ace bandage I could use over the top of this to immobilize it further.” 
 
    “Good plan,” Max said. Then he went to his canoe with Robin. While she found the bandage, he dug around in his pack, retrieving a padded case. Inside was his second 9mm Glock, a carbon copy of the one on his hip. He glanced back at Kim and Donny before turning back to his sister. Then he handed his spare gun to her and said, “You’ve shot this gun many times. It’s the same model I bought you for Christmas last year. It’s fully loaded with two extra magazines.” 
 
    She looked concerned. “What will I do with this?” 
 
    He found the small day pack on her back and unzipped the main pouch. Then he shoved the gun inside and said, “Just in case.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Robin asked. 
 
    “I’m just going to hike in and take a look.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Donny asked, coming closer. 
 
    Max gave his sister a stern glare, but he said to Donny and Kim, “I’m simply going to hike in and see what I can see.” 
 
    Kim tried to get up. “I’m going with you.” 
 
    Laughing as he came over and stooped down to Kim, Max said, “You can barely stand. Let Robin patch you up a little better and hopefully the rest will help your ankle.” 
 
    By now Robin was there with the bandage, which she broke open from the package. “Just stay put,” Robin said. 
 
    “At least I should go with him,” Donny reasoned. 
 
    “No offense,” Max said. “But this is what I do.” Or at least what he used to do, he thought. 
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Donny asked. 
 
    “I’m guessing this is their only way in or out. Hang tight here. Keep the radio on and wait for me to call. Before I come back here, I’ll let you know I’m coming.” 
 
    Kim handed Max the other radio. Then he went into his backpack and took out his personal SAT phone, which he handed to his sister. 
 
    “If I find out anything nefarious,” Max said to his sister, “I’ll call and let you know. Then you call in the cavalry with our current position.” 
 
    “Or at least the Forest Service,” Kim said with a smirk. 
 
    “More than likely, it’s just a couple of yahoos looking for some isolation,” Max said. 
 
    “He’s right,” Donny said. “It could be locals looking for big isolated trout.” 
 
    Max nodded agreement, even though he had a feeling of dread seeping into his bones. He found his GPS and set a waypoint at this location. Then he checked his compass again to make sure he knew the direction he needed to go. But he had a feeling he would be able to follow a well-worn path through the woods. With a plan of action in place, he slipped into the forest and followed what he expected—a trail that had been cut along a low ridge, like a levy. 
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    Max quietly made his way through the forest, following a clear path made by someone more than once. When he got to a lower section with deep, black muck, he could now see distinct footprints sunken into the mire. He counted at least three different boot prints. And it was obvious that these men had gone in both directions. Then he finally saw something different. This was a smaller shoe. A tennis shoe of some type. Okay, it could have simply been three men, a woman, and two canoes. 
 
    He pushed on through the woods until he could see an opening ahead. Now he needed to be more cautious. 
 
    Stopping periodically, he would peer through his binoculars for a camp along the lakeshore. Nothing so far. 
 
    He was aware of his own clothing, which were dark green tactical pants and one of his old camo shirts covered by a lightweight black jacket with multiple pockets inside and out. Based on the lighting and the dense forest, he guessed nobody would be able to see him as long as he stayed in the woods a short distance. 
 
    Now he used larger trees for cover as he approached the lake. In a few seconds he was nearly to the edge of the water, with a view of most of the lake. 
 
    Then he saw it. The campfire. It was to the right, or north of the lake. Putting his binoculars to his eyes, he could finally see someone sitting by the fire. A man. But the distance was too great to make out anything more than that. He needed to get closer. 
 
    Since he didn’t have a canoe, he had only one choice. He would have to go through the forest to his right, along the northeast shore. From what he could tell, that area might get a little swampy, he thought. But he had no other choice. 
 
    Then he saw a second man wander over to the fire and place a large stick to be burned. This guy was much larger than the first man. Rotund even. 
 
    He kept telling himself that these people could simply be an innocuous group of fishermen, with at least one woman in their group. 
 
    Without more thought, he drifted deeper into the woods. He would keep at least one layer of trees between himself and the camp, so there would be no way for them to detect him coming. 
 
    As suspected, he soon came to an area lower than the portage from the other lake. Here he was forced to step lightly on high clumps of grass. When he occasionally missed, his foot would slip and he would go up to his knees in dark water. It took everything in his power to lift his leg out of the suction of mud to keep his shoe from coming off. 
 
    The going was rough, but he had experienced so much worse during the course of his military career. At least nobody was shooting at him, he reasoned. 
 
    Getting closer to the camp, Max could finally start to hear sounds ahead. At first, he wasn’t sure what he was hearing. To his left, the two men around the fire were in deep discussion about something. Then, straight ahead, he heard moans that didn’t seem normal. Well, he thought, there was a woman in camp, based on the footprints. So, this could be a simple afternoon delight scenario. 
 
    Max vectored to the right, so now he would be directly behind the campsite, keeping the lake to his left. Without the opening of the lake to silhouette him, there was no way these campers would be able to see him. 
 
    But once he reached a location directly behind the tents, he still couldn’t see or hear everything going on in the camp. A parabolic microphone would have helped here, he thought. 
 
    Suddenly, a man came out of the largest tent and wandered toward the fire. This was a taller skinny guy. Then, in the tent to the right, he could hear what seemed like a man snoring. Wait. That’s four men, he thought. Plus the woman in the big tent. Something wasn’t adding up here. 
 
    The longer he sat, the more his ears seemed to become tuned into the conversations. But he couldn’t get any closer or they would see him. 
 
    Then it happened. His ears finally focused on the large tent, where he was sure he heard two female voices. The horror of the situation finally rushed through his mind and body, until reality slapped him across the face. Were these two women actually Pam Joki and the young girl from the youth camp? If true, he had just one choice. Report and then attack. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Robin was concerned. She sat on the spongy moss under the cedars with her brother’s SAT phone in her hands. Her mind reeled, though. To her right was Kim, who had seemed to fall asleep. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Donny asked, as he came over and took a seat next to her. 
 
    “I think so. I just feel so useless sitting here. I should have gone with him.” 
 
    “But you said yourself that he works better on his own,” Donny reminded her. 
 
    “That’s true.” 
 
    “I don’t really understand what he did in the Air Force,” Donny said. 
 
    Kim opened her eyes and said, “Same here.” 
 
    Robin shrugged. “The last ten years he was a special agent investigating crimes and working in counter espionage around the world. But his first ten years he was a combat controller.” 
 
    “What is that?” Kim asked. 
 
    “He would imbed with special forces from the Army, Navy and Marines,” Robin said. “When needed, he would call in air strikes from manned aircraft and drones. That’s about all I know.” 
 
    “And he was injured quite a few times,” Kim said. “I’ve seen some of the scars.” 
 
    Robin nodded. “He was awarded three Purple Hearts, along with a Silver Star and two Bronze Stars with Valor.” 
 
    She had already told Kim this, but Donny was hearing it for the first time and his eyes got big. 
 
    “I guess he doesn’t need our help,” Donny said. “We’d probably just get in his way.” 
 
    Suddenly, the radio in Donny’s hand squawked twice. He turned up the volume and waited. 
 
    Then Max’s voice came softly over the small speaker, “Four men and two women. I’m staying here until dark to get a better look.” 
 
    Donny touched the call button twice to confirm he’d heard correctly. 
 
    Then nothing. 
 
    Kim’s disposition suddenly changed from pain to potential joy. “Do you think it’s my sister and the missing girl?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Robin said. “Let Max do his magic.” 
 
    For the first time in a few days, Robin finally felt there was hope. She reached into her jacket pocket and put the SAT phone in her hands. Everything in her said she should forward this information to the Forest Service, along with their current position and the location of the remote camp. But nothing was certain at this time. She needed to wait for Max to make that call. 
 
    “Now what?” Kim asked. 
 
    “We hold tight here until we hear from Max,” Robin said. 
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    His mosquito repellant wasn’t working, but Max sat still and let the pests suck his blood as darkness enveloped the remote lake. He quietly put away his binoculars and replaced those with his Night Vision Goggles, strapping them over his head and clicking them on, turning his environment into a green hue. 
 
    As he sat in the forest watching the camp over the past few hours, it took everything in his power to not attack these people. He was almost certain that these were the two women he sought. But what if he was wrong? What if this was simply a strange group of men and women who liked to play rough? 
 
    The campfire had died down and was nearly out. The two men who had sat poking the embers were now settled into their tents. Only one man seemed to be awake, and he was in the tent with the women. The time to move in and discover the truth was now. 
 
    Max considered pulling his gun from his right hip, but decided against it for now. He needed to use stealth, he thought. 
 
    He slowly rose up and let the blood flow to his limbs for a moment. Although he had shifted his position periodically, his left leg had fallen asleep and he needed the feeling to come back before he could make his move. 
 
    Finally, he stepped lightly though the forest, avoiding sticks or anything else that might give away his position. 
 
    When he finally got within a few feet of the largest tent, Max stopped and listened. Sobbing came from inside, followed by a reassuring tone from another female voice. 
 
    Then, as Max was about to open the tent, he heard shuffling inside. The zipper now started to open, and Max took a step to one side of the tent. 
 
    Suddenly a flashlight came on and pointed out toward the lake. Max lunged forward and knocked the light from the man’s hand. Then with ease and precision, he thrusted himself around the man and put the much taller man into a sleeper hold. Since the guy was at least six inches taller, Max snapped a kick to the back of the guy’s legs, taking him down to his knees. Then, when the guy struggled more, Max wrapped his legs around the guy and tightened his grip, bringing the other man to the ground. In less than a minute, the man collapsed into a deep sleep. 
 
    Max found the man’s flashlight and turned it off. Then he took the man’s wallet and shoved it into his pocket. He went through the tent flap and caught his first glimpse of the inside. To his horror, he found what he hoped he wouldn’t. 
 
    In the green hue, Max saw two women huddled together. 
 
    “Don’t scream,” Max whispered. “I’m here to help.” 
 
    “Who are you?” the blonde woman asked. 
 
    “A friend. What are your names?” 
 
    “I’m Pam Joki,” the blonde said. “And she’s Judy Walker.” 
 
    Max moved closer and clicked on the man’s flashlight, showing himself to the women. Then he said, “I’m Max. Your sister Kim hired me to find you.” 
 
    Pam broke down and then stifled her own tears for fear of waking the others in camp. “What now?” she asked. She lifted a cable to show that they were both restrained. 
 
    Max pulled out his multi-tool from his pocket and opened his wire cutters. It took him a couple of times to cut through each of the thick wire cables, but soon both young women were free and they put on what clothes they had in the tent. 
 
    Then he led the young ladies out of the tent. The young girl gasped when she saw the man passed out in the grass. “Is he dead?” she asked, a bit too loud. 
 
    “Shh,” Max said. “He’s just sleeping. Come on.” 
 
    He led them toward the lake. If they could take one of the canoes, he could guide them across to the makeshift portage. 
 
    As they got to the canoes, a bright light came on suddenly from one of the smaller tents. Then a man yelled for them to stop or he’d shoot. 
 
    Max stopped next to the aluminum canoes and put the women behind him. They would have to turn over a canoe, slide it into the lake, and all get in, without getting shot. Even if they did so, they would still be sitting ducks out on the lake. By then all of the men would be up and shooting at them. 
 
    A second light suddenly came on and both were now directed at the three of them. 
 
    Max didn’t have a choice now. They needed to change it up and go back into the woods. 
 
    The first shot came just as Max pulled his Glock from his side holster. He aimed at the largest light and shot twice. 
 
    The young girl screamed and hugged Pam. 
 
    Max had to make a split-second decision. He aimed at the canoes and shot a number of bullets into the bottom of each canoe. Then he grabbed Pam’s hand and pulled her toward the forest. Pam had Judy’s hand. 
 
    More shots flew in their direction as Max weaved his way through the thick forest. He tried to find the clearest path so the girls wouldn’t trip. 
 
    The men yelled at each other back in the camp. One of the men took up the chase, his light sweeping through the forest looking for them. 
 
    By now, Max had made it back to the way he had come from the portage, through the swampy area. 
 
    A few more shots echoed through the forest, but then they suddenly stopped. 
 
    But Max kept the young women moving forward, keeping them right on his tail. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Robin had been sleeping, tucked tight in her sleeping bag to keep out the mosquitoes. They had decided not to set up tents, but to simply lay down a plastic tarp to use as a ground cloth. 
 
    She sat up straight when she heard the first shot fired. 
 
    Kim lurched up next to her and Donny did the same on the other side of the tarp. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Donny asked. 
 
    Then more shots broke the silence of night. 
 
    “My brother,” Robin said, getting out of her sleeping bag. She put on her head lamp and clicked on the LED lights. “Let’s go. He’ll be coming soon.” 
 
    “What if they shot him?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Just get moving,” Robin demanded. She rolled up her sleeping bag and tied it off. 
 
    Kim and Donny followed her lead. Then they quickly folded the tarp and they began to put everything into the canoes. 
 
    Donny said, “We can’t leave here at night. It’s too dangerous.” 
 
    Robin pointed her light at Donny and said, “It’ll be more dangerous to stay.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we call him on the radio?” Kim asked. 
 
    She had a point, Robin thought. Max was supposed to call before coming into camp anyway. 
 
    “Contact him,” Robin said, and then she pulled out the SAT phone and held it in her hands. 
 
    Donny found the radio and turned it up, keying the push to talk button a couple of times. Nothing. 
 
    “Keep it turned up,” Robin said. “But let’s get these canoes ready to go.” 
 
    As they turned over the canoes and started to put their packs inside, Kim said, “Do you think he found my sister?” 
 
    “We can only pray he did,” Robin answered. 
 
    “Then we should use the SAT phone and let our Forest Service people know,” Kim reasoned. 
 
    “We need to confirm it first.” 
 
    Donny said, “She’s right. We must be sure.” He fiddled with the radio again, keying in again and asking if Max was all right. “What’s your status?” Donny asked into the radio. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    When the leader of the pack first discovered something was wrong, he simply thought it was one of his members acting out of turn in the main tent. But it was worth checking out, since he was not asleep anyway. He had grabbed his flashlight and left his tent. Then he saw movement heading toward the lake, and nearly making it to the canoes. 
 
    He totally expected to be the alpha of the forest. So, he was surprised when a man shot back at him. He was disturbed when that man also shot holes in their old aluminum canoes. 
 
    The leader thought back over the past twenty years. Everything the four of them had worked for could be coming to an end if those women were able to escape. 
 
    Once the man had gotten far enough into the forest, the leader knew he had only one choice. He directed his men to get to the canoes. They had prepared for nearly every contingency, including the possibility of repairing their canoes. They had brought along a repair kit that could easily fix a few holes. They simply taped over the holes on both sides and set the canoes back in the lake. The patches worked. 
 
    Then, with head lamps lighting their way, the four men got into their canoes and hurried toward the portage. With any luck, they could cut off the man and their girls before they headed back to the other lake. That would have to be the only way that man had found them. Every other way into their position was too far through the thick forest. 
 
    The chase was on, the leader of the pack thought from the stern of one canoe. He felt like the alpha wolf setting up a sick, old moose for dispatch. Nobody escaped the pack. 
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    Max stopped for a second when he noticed the lights out on the lake moving slowly through the water. The young girl looked frightened out of her mind, but Pam seemed to have the same resolve as her sister Kim. 
 
    “What is it?” Pam asked quietly. 
 
    He flipped up his NVGs and verified the lights with his naked eyes. “They somehow got the canoes going.” 
 
    “Bullets holes won’t stop an aluminum canoe for long,” Pam said. “I once wrapped a canoe like theirs around rocks in a river and knocked a hole in it. I repaired it with a tampon and duct tape until I got back to Ely.” 
 
    Max did the math in his head, knowing there was no way he could reach the portage and get back to their camp before the men. And he couldn’t let these men attack his sister, Kim and Donny. 
 
    He found his radio and keyed in the push to talk. Then he said, “Base come in.” 
 
    “Loud and clear,” came Donny’s voice. “We heard shots.” 
 
    “I have the girls,” Max said. “But we can’t make it back before the four men reach you.” 
 
    Hesitation, and then, “What do we do?” 
 
    “Use my SAT phone and call this in,” Max said. 
 
    “Roger dodger.” 
 
    Then came a woman’s voice. “Pam. Are you there?” 
 
    Pam leaned in and Max held the button. “Yes, I’m here. I’m all right.” 
 
    Kim cried over the radio. “Get back safe.” 
 
    Max pulled back the radio and said, “You need to leave. Get in your canoes and head out into the lake.” 
 
    “We won’t leave you,” came another voice. This was his sister Robin. 
 
    “You have to go,” Max ordered. “There are four men with guns heading your way.” 
 
    “We can’t leave you,” Robin reiterated. 
 
    “You won’t forever,” he said. “Just cross the lake and hide until morning. That’ll give the cavalry time to get here. I’ll take the girls around the north shore and meet up at a portage.” 
 
    Now Kim came on the radio and said, “Pam, we both know the portage. It’s forty-two rods.” 
 
    Max pushed the talk button and Pam said, “I know it, sister. Get going.” 
 
    He confirmed a time to meet up and then turned down the volume. Then he glanced out at the lake and saw that the two canoes were getting close to their homemade portage. 
 
    “Where now?” Pam asked Max. 
 
    He looked at his compass and pointed into the forest. “That way.” Then he lowered his NVGs to his eyes and slowly led the young ladies away from the lake into the thick woods. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Robin knew that Kim was having a hard time leaving her sister, especially since she had finally proven all of the others wrong. Kim’s sister had not been hurt or killed by some black bear. 
 
    Before leaving the makeshift portage, Kim had used the SAT phone to call in the good news to her Forest Service office in Ely. Unfortunately, the only person she could reach was Wayne Cranston, the special agent with Forest Service Law Enforcement and Investigations, who had been brought in from Milwaukee, Wisconsin. But he assured Kim he would notify everyone and get people there to help ASAP. 
 
    Only after this would Kim agree to get in her canoe, with Robin in the bow. Donny took the stern of the other canoe, since he was used to paddling in the Boundary Waters by himself anyway. 
 
    They used their headlamps to escape through the narrow part of the lake. Then the wind started to pick up, along with the rain. 
 
    “What now?” Robin asked, turning her head to see Kim in the stern. 
 
    “The wind is from the east,” Kim said. “Once we round the point ahead, the wind will be much stronger.” 
 
    Donny pulled up alongside them and said, “I’ll have a problem with this wind on my own. We should do as Max said and get into the woods until morning.” 
 
    “The point is narrow up ahead,” Kim said. “We can pull into this side and portage through the woods in the morning.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Donny said. “That will cut off at least a half a mile in the morning.” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Kim said. “Follow me.” 
 
    Kim dug in deep and Robin tried her best to keep up with her pace. Despite their relative shelter behind the point, the wind was making their progress difficult. But in fifteen minutes, they had come ashore and pulled their canoes into the forest out of view. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Max couldn’t let this go. He led the young ladies through the forest and stopped for a moment. If he knew his sister, he worried that she might hold tight and not leave without them. And he had asked Pam about the four men. She had confirmed what they had done to her and Judy and that made his blood boil. 
 
    He set a waypoint on his GPS, and then pulled up the one he had set where he left his sister and the others on the lakeshore. He hit the button that would track his progress back to that waypoint, which was only about a quarter of a mile away. 
 
    “Stay here,” he said. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Even if Robin and the others had left and gone out to the lake, the men could go after them. 
 
    Lowering his NVGs to his eyes, he ran through the forest as fast as he could without falling through holes and keeping branches from whipping him to death. He needed to make it to the portage and intercept the men. 
 
    His problem? He had just one thing in mind and he would not cross that line without being provoked. 
 
    Periodically checking his GPS to make sure he was still on track, Max finally saw that he was within a hundred yards of his target, so he slowed down and started to walk quietly. He needed to see them before they saw him. 
 
    When he saw the lake come into focus of his NVGs, Max realized that the men had not made it there yet. Also, he saw that his sister and the others had taken his advice and left. Instead of simply waiting for the men to come to him, he turned and headed down the portage. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to find the men. He heard them before he saw them hiking down the trail. First came a man carrying two wooden paddles. Then he could hear the others coming, the aluminum canoes occasionally banging against trees. As he watched from behind a large cedar tree, he waited for the three of them to pass. The straggler was a man carrying the other two paddles. And he was significantly behind the rest of the group, his head lamp shifting from side to side as if the man was looking for something. Or someone. 
 
    With the wind whipping and the rain striking against the man’s face, Max had no problem with his attack. He moved in and slammed his body against the man like a football linebacker tackling a wide receiver across the middle. Once they both hit the ground, Max slammed his elbow into the man’s face, stunning him. Then he punched him repeatedly in the face until he was no longer a threat. 
 
    Now Max patted the man down and found a gun and a knife. Then he found the man’s wallet, which he took and put into his backpack. 
 
    He needed to do more, he thought. Something that would slow the men down more. He got up and grabbed the man by his collar, dragged him into the woods farther, and pulled out some paracord from his backpack. Then he tied the man’s hands behind his back. Almost satisfied, he took off the man’s shoes and threw them as far as he could in two different directions. He took off the man’s socks and tied some cord to each end. Then he shoved the sock into his mouth and tied the cord around his neck. Finally, he lashed the man’s ankles and attached them to his hands. Now the man couldn’t get far, Max thought. 
 
    He took out his GPS and tapped in another waypoint. Then he toggled back to the last place he had left the two young women and started walking slowly toward them. He stopped to pick up the two paddles before continuing on. Even if they found their partner, taking two paddles would slow them down. 
 
    In a few minutes he made it back to the young ladies. Just as he did, he could hear a couple of the men calling out to their lost man. 
 
    Pam smiled at Max and said, “What did you do?” 
 
    He handed her one of the paddles and said, “I evened the odds a little. They can paddle two canoes, but not nearly as fast with only one paddle each.” 
 
    “Most people carry one extra paddle per canoe,” Pam said. 
 
    “Even if they do, they’ll only have three paddling. Unless they find their man. Either way, we need to move.” He handed the second paddle to the young girl, who seemed glad to have it as either a weapon or a crutch. 
 
    They made quick distance between their position and a spot just north of the lake. When he realized the young girl was having a rough time trekking through the thick forest, Max slowed down and stopped temporarily. He pulled up his NVGs and took out his map of the area. Shining a small light on the map, he said, “This is the portage where we plan to meet your sister, right?” 
 
    Pam ran her finger to the spot on the map and said, “Yes. Forty-two rods into that lake.” 
 
    He found his GPS and pulled up the map function. He quickly found the end of the portage and pinpointed the location, punching in the coordinates as their destination. “That’s only about a mile,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah,” Pam said. “But it won’t be easy. We have to cross this big swampy area. It could even be a floating bog.” 
 
    “If it is, we’ll have to go around it,” Max surmised. 
 
    “That’ll add about a half a mile or more.” 
 
    “You got something better to do tonight?” 
 
    Both girls shook their heads. 
 
    He put down his NVGs and slowly headed out. Now that they had distance between them and the bad guys, Max guessed they could take it slow and steady. 
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    Robin sat on the bank of the lake hidden by thick bushes. It was so dark out she couldn’t see the lake ten feet in front of her. She could hear the sounds of the Northland, though, from the cacophony of frogs and crickets to birds she couldn’t identify. She even heard a racoon as it chirped past her along the shoreline searching for a meal. As it waddled past her without being alarmed, the frogs finally had the good sense to shut up. Once it was past her, the frogs seemed to croak mockingly louder. 
 
    They had come ashore about an hour ago and moved the canoes and packs up over the bank of the long peninsula, making sure nothing would be visible to those passing by. In the morning they would haul everything to the opposite side and paddle up to their meeting place at the portage along the northernmost point of the lake. 
 
    Luckily the rain had stopped, but Robin was still wet in areas of her body that had not been covered by her rain gear. When the wind was at its strongest, the chill had made her teeth chatter. But even the wind had died down now. 
 
    She heard a snap of a twig behind her and her mind immediately thought about the bear that had eaten the Forest Service worker nearby. 
 
    But she heard a quiet whistle and she returned this call to let her new friend know where she was sitting. 
 
    Kim stepped softly without using her light, and took a seat alongside Robin. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Robin said. “Just had a friendly racoon come by.” 
 
    “I’d worry more about them than a bear,” Kim whispered. “They carry rabies.” 
 
    “He wasn’t interested in me.” 
 
    “Probably the frogs.” 
 
    “Right. What’s Donny up to?” 
 
    “He wrapped himself in his sleeping bag and covered himself with the tarp,” Kim said. “Mosquitos are brutal tonight. I brought you some extra dope.” She handed Robin a small plastic container of the life-saving elixir. 
 
    Robin poured some into both of her hands and she slathered it onto her neck and face and the back of her hands. Her rain gear kept out most of the pests, but the little blood suckers had no problem finding any opening of exposed skin. 
 
    “How do you deal with these little bastards?” Robin asked. 
 
    “You don’t have them out west?” 
 
    “Not like this.” 
 
    “We tolerate them. Nobody likes them but bats. They can eat their body weight in mosquitos in one night.” 
 
    “Why aren’t bats the size of eagles then?” 
 
    Kim laughed. “They burn a lot of calories hunting.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a while. Finally, Kim put her hand on Robin’s leg and said, “Thank you for helping.” 
 
    “Not a problem,” Robin said. “How is your ankle?” 
 
    “Well, it still hurts. But at least I’m walking on my own now. The splint helps.” 
 
    “Will you be able to portage tomorrow?” 
 
    “I think so. I can carry my pack, but a canoe might be too much.” 
 
    “I can take a canoe,” Robin said. “Plus, we’ll meet up with Max in the morning.” 
 
    “My sister is very strong,” Kim said. “I’ve seen her carry her pack and a canoe simultaneously, just like the guys. I could do that when I was younger. But I’ve been in the office too long. You look very strong and athletic.” 
 
    “I was a college athlete,” Robin said. “But that was years ago. I still work out daily.” 
 
    “It shows.” 
 
    Robin hesitated for a moment, wondering if this woman was interested in her. “You aren’t. . .” 
 
    “Hitting on you? No, no. I don’t go that way.” 
 
    “Me either,” Robin said. 
 
    “I was just saying you’re in great shape for your age.” 
 
    “Wow. Am I that ancient?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. This isn’t coming out right. I was thinking about your brother. Since you’re twins, I could know his age if I knew yours.” 
 
    Robin smiled, but she guessed her new friend couldn’t see it in the dark. “We’re forty. He’s twenty minutes older. You like my brother?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? He’s hot as hell. My body fell onto his, smashing him into rocks and probably cracking his ribs. Then he picked me up like a duffle bag, threw me over his shoulder, and hauled me over rough terrain. Do you know how sexy that is?” 
 
    “Maybe if he wasn’t my brother,” Robin said. “I’ve seen him do some extraordinary things. And I can only imagine what he did in the military.” 
 
    Silence again, with only the frogs jabbering. 
 
    Then Kim said, “I know Max only sees me as a client. And he lives in Nevada. So, there’s that. But still.” 
 
    Robin wished she could say this was an aberration, but it wasn’t. A number of clients over the past two years had fallen for her brother. And she had encountered similar shows of affection during their cases. These never worked, though. When they were finished with the case, she and her brother would simply go back to their homes in Utah and Nevada until the next outing. Maybe that was their problem. The reason they were both unattached. 
 
    As they were quiet, Robin suddenly heard paddling coming their way. She grasped Kim’s hand and she squeezed back in acknowledgment. 
 
    When the bright light came on, Robin and Kim sunk deeper into the forest, hiding behind tall grass and the low bushes. The light swept along the shore searching. Because of the light, Robin could see both canoes. She wished she had binoculars to view the men, but only Max had those. Two canoes and four men. But only the men in the back were paddling. Interesting. 
 
    As quickly as they had appeared, the canoes drifted through the dark lake like apparitions until the light went out and they were no longer visible. 
 
    Neither of them said a word for a while, until they were sure the men were out of range from their whispers. 
 
    Finally, Kim asked, “Do you think that was them?” 
 
    “It had to be. Nobody else would be out at this time cruising on a dark lake.” 
 
    “I agree. What now?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Do you think they’re heading toward the entry point?” Robin asked. 
 
    “If I were them, that’s what I’d do. They have to assume we could have a SAT phone, or at least a powerful radio to reach someone on Snowbank.” 
 
    That made Robin think about the call to the Forest Service. “Did your people say what they planned to do?” 
 
    “No. But they should have local cops at each entry point, from Lake One to Snowbank to Moose Lake.” 
 
    But Robin knew there was no guarantee they would catch the men. “I’m guessing they didn’t enter the Boundary Waters like normal campers,” Robin said. “They might have come in like us.” 
 
    “Good point. We can have them set up a roadblock closer to Ely, which would catch anyone coming out of the Boundary Waters. Do you still have the SAT phone?” 
 
    Robin stood up and helped Kim to her feet. “Not here. We need to let Donny know that they passed us. We can call from there, and then contact Max to let him know.” 
 
    Kim groaned as she took a couple of steps. 
 
    “Do you need help?” Robin asked, putting her arm around Kim’s shoulder. 
 
    “Maybe a little. The ankle stiffened up.” 
 
    Together they slowly made their way back to Donny and their makeshift camp. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    The leader had been faced with a dilemma back at their portage. One of their men was missing. Did he simply walk off on a wrong trail and lose himself in the darkness? Or was the man who had taken their prey messing with them? 
 
    After finding scuffle marks in the mud on the trail, the three of them had done a grid search in concentric circles. The search had taken too much time, but they’d had no other choice. When one member of the pack was attacked, then all of them were attacked. 
 
    They had found their pack member tied up and still knocked out. He had taken a beating for sure. But he could still be a vital member of their pack. The problem? The bastard had taken two of their paddles. Normally this wouldn’t have been a problem, since they had two spare paddles. But they had left their camp in such a hurry, none of them had brought the spares with them. And they sure as hell couldn’t travel back to their camp to get their spare paddles. 
 
    It had always been their plan to bug out of camp in a hurry without any of their normal gear. They all had small backpacks with vital items, like guns and knives and ammo, along with some food and water. The rest of the stuff they had left back at camp was insignificant, and could never be traced back to any of them. 
 
    Once they got their man back, they had taken up the chase again. But by now they knew they were probably too far behind the man. The leader guessed the man had not acted on his own, and that had been confirmed in a number of ways. They had found the skid marks from two canoes at the other end of their makeshift portage, along with footprints from a number of people, including women. 
 
    As they slowly paddled along the dark lake now, the leader thought of their best plan of action. Luckily, he had an ace in the hole. He would find his prey and bring them back to his pack, or they would end up as bear food. 
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    As light broke on the horizon, Max was the first to wake to the sound of birds chirping all around them. The two young ladies were huddled together trying to stay warm. He had given them his rain gear once they got to the 142-rod portage. Judy, the 16-year-old, had put on his rain pants, while the two wrapped their upper bodies in his large rain jacket. 
 
    Just hours ago, as they had struggled through some of the thickest forest Max had ever encountered, their progress had been halted by a large unseen floating bog. It had shown up on his map and GPS, but had been worse than they suspected, forcing them to go around it to the north. Then they had cut through an equally treacherous alder swamp that ripped at their exposed skin and tore their clothing as they pushed through it. 
 
    By the time they found the northernmost point of the lake, they were all beat and ready for some sleep. But the wind and the rain had made that quite difficult. So did the swarms of mosquitoes. Max had shared what he had of his bug repellant, but they were now out and would have to simply put up with their attacks once their current layer wore off. 
 
    Max had kept the radio turned off for much of the night. There was nothing to be gained by talking with someone about their plight. 
 
    Before he had allowed the young women to doze off, Max had gone to the portage to do some recon. One thing was for sure. The path here to the next lake over was wide enough for his truck to drive down. He guessed this was a major portage route for canoeists. 
 
    Kim’s sister Pam woke and smiled at Max. Before saying anything, she wrapped up the younger woman in Max’s rain jacket. Then she stood up and shifted her head for him to move down toward the lake. 
 
    They had spent the night on a small hill overlooking both the lake and the portage, from a distance of some fifty yards. If they saw someone coming, they could slip over the top of the hill out of sight until they knew if it was a friend or foe. 
 
    “How are you feeling this morning?” Max asked her gently. 
 
    “Stiff,” Pam said. “But free. Thank you for rescuing us.” 
 
    She had already said this to him a dozen times since he cut them free the night before. 
 
    “Thank your sister,” Max said. “She never gave up on you.” 
 
    “May I ask how you found us?” 
 
    “I followed the shooting,” he said. “Looking at the map, I saw that they had to be back on an isolated lake.” 
 
    “I had a feeling that wasn’t smart on their part.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about the four men?” 
 
    “We had names for all of them,” Pam said. “They acted like a pack of wolves, with a certain hierarchy. The leader was obviously in charge. Then there was a medical guy, a professor, and a salesman of some sort.” 
 
    “They called themselves that?” he asked. 
 
    “They never used their names,” she said. “The professor would quote famous people. Mostly literary figures in history. He was tall and skinny. The medical guy drugged us. He didn’t say much when he. . .you know. The salesman never shut up. He was the fat guy with the tiny penis.” 
 
    “And the leader?” 
 
    She shook her head. “He was the largest of them. If you know what I mean. But he also had the lowest sex drive.” 
 
    He was amazed how Pam was able to speak about her experiences so freely. But he glanced at the sleeping young woman and guessed that she was having a much more difficult time dealing with her captivity and all that it entailed. 
 
    “Did the men cover their faces around you?” he asked. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. That’s how I knew we were in trouble.” 
 
    “What happened at your camp on the other side of Disappointment Lake?” 
 
    She thought, as if trying to visualize the events in her mind. Then she said, “Is Duane all right?” 
 
    He needed her to say what happened to her before he told her what had happened to her former colleague. “Just relay what happened.” 
 
    “We had been performing wellness checks on the campers we saw, while maintaining the portages,” Pam said. “We each had our own small personal tent. I woke when I heard something strange. When I got out of my bed and unzipped my tent fly, something overcame me. I realize now that it was the medical guy putting something over my face to knock me out. I later found a spot on the back of my neck where he probably injected me with something else.” 
 
    Something had been bothering him from the start. He asked, “How did they target you?” 
 
    “I had a lot of time to think about that,” she said. “We came across these men at this very portage. And I remember thinking at the time that they didn’t have enough gear. They had old aluminum canoes that had seen a lot of time in the Boundary Waters. But there were no packs other than smaller day packs. I figured they were camped somewhere close and just heading back from exploring. Not everyone comes to the Boundary Waters to fish. Many just come for the scenery.” 
 
    And to kidnap and rape women, Max thought. 
 
    “Okay. What happened after you left this portage?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It was getting late. The professor asked us if we were heading all the way back to Snowbank that evening. Duane said we were staying on Disappointment.” 
 
    “They must have followed you,” Max said. 
 
    “Maybe so. Come to think of it, I did see a couple of canoes pass by around dusk. We were busy building our fire and eating.” 
 
    He had no choice. He had to let her know what happened to Duane Bong. But he didn’t have to mention the bear eating the man. “They killed your partner.” 
 
    She tightened her jaw and said, “I had a feeling. I heard a couple of the men talking about how they had already gone too far. Others mentioned they had done that before, and there was no turning back now. That’s how I knew we were both dead once they no longer found us useful.” 
 
    “I hate to bring this up, but law enforcement will do the same thing.” 
 
    “You want to know what they did to us?” 
 
    “I can see the bruises,” Max said. “I can assume the rest. I just wondered why they went to get the young girl, Judy.” 
 
    Pam comforted herself by crossing her arms, her eyes shifting over to the sleeping girl. Then she said, “My period. They were complaining about the mess.” 
 
    “I see. Do you know how much longer they planned to keep you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I just know I’m glad you came when you did. I don’t know how much more Judy could take, and my bleeding was coming to a trickle.” 
 
    Those bastards! Now Max wished he had simply opened fire on the lot of them. Kill them all and let God sort them out. Well, they weren’t out of the woods yet, he thought. Not by a long shot. 
 
    “What if they don’t come for us?” Pam asked. 
 
    Max found his map in his pocket. He pulled it out and unfolded it enough to see their area. Max ran his finger to a trail and said, “I take it you’re familiar with this trail?” 
 
    “The Kek? Of course. I’ve hiked it in both directions. Why?” 
 
    “We’re only about a half mile to the trail from this point.” 
 
    “You’re right. But it’s also rough terrain like the stuff we went through last night.” 
 
    “If we had to, we could do it, though.” 
 
    “True. But it would be better to wait here for a ride. This is a major route for canoeists. We’re bound to see some people today. Plus, I thought you said my sister called in to our district office for help.” 
 
    “She did.” Max pulled out his radio and turned it on again. He switched through the channels to see if he could hear any chatter. When that failed, he went back to their original channel and tapped the talk button a couple of times. 
 
    “Where have you been?” came a woman’s voice. It was his sister, Robin. 
 
    “Glad to hear you, too,” Max said. “We’re in place. Where are you?” 
 
    “On the way. You should see us rounding the point soon.” 
 
    “And the cavalry?” he asked. 
 
    “Unsure. Let’s speak in person.” 
 
    “Roger that. Over.” Max clicked off the radio and put it back in his pocket. 
 
    “That was your sister?” Pam asked. 
 
    “Yes. We’re twins.” 
 
    “I’m hungry,” came the young girl’s voice from behind them. 
 
    They both turned to see that Judy was awake and standing. 
 
    “I can filter some more water,” Max said. “And I have some jerky and trail mix in my backpack. Other than that, you’ll have to wait for the others to get here soon.” 
 
    Max dug through his pack and pulled out some food, which he handed to Judy and Pam. Then he found his binoculars and slung them over his chest. He put them to his eyes and cast his gaze out to the farthest he could see on the lake. Disappointment Lake angled around and ran mostly north to south, with many hidden bays and inlets. Because of this stretched out structure, one could not see more than a mile at any given time. But Robin had been right when she said they should be there soon. Now he saw the two canoes round a small point and head in their direction. From what he could see, Robin was in the front of one, with Kim at the stern. And Donny was trying his best to keep up on his own. 
 
    “Is that them?” Pam asked. 
 
    “Yep. Donny’s green Kevlar canoes.” 
 
    “Donny Beck is with them?” she asked. “He knows these waters better than almost anyone. He’s a nice guy.” 
 
    “Sure is,” Max agreed, pulling his binoculars down to his chest. 
 
    “Two canoes and six people,” Pam said. “Not exactly ideal.” 
 
    “We’ll adjust the packs and you and Judy can go in the center.” 
 
    “I’ve been tied to a tree for days,” Pam said shaking her head. “I need to paddle. Besides, I’m guessing I’m much more experienced than your sister.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with her on that point. Instead, he pulled out his map and unfolded it. “What’s the fastest way back?” 
 
    Pam ran her finger across the map. “We take the single, longer portage. Terrain is similar, but we save time by not having to load and unload canoes.” 
 
    Just then, Max thought of something. “I forgot to tell you about your sister’s injury. She hurt her ankle pretty bad falling from a rock ledge.” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem to be impacting her paddling,” Pam said. 
 
    “Right. But she’ll be limited at the portage.” 
 
    “I can help,” Judy said between bites of jerky. 
 
    “Awesome,” Max said. “The extra people will help there.” 
 
    “Did Donny bring extra paddles?” Pam asked. 
 
    “Two extra.” 
 
    “Center person can paddle from her knees.” 
 
    By now, the canoes had gotten close enough to make out each person without using the binoculars. Kim and Robin seemed to be going all out with their paddling, leaving Donny even farther behind. 
 
    The three of them wandered down to the portage at the water’s edge. The canoe with Kim and Robin came in hard to the sandy edge, driving onto the shore farther than normal. Max held the front of the canoe as Robin and Kim scurried out of the canoe. 
 
    Kim rushed to her sister and the two of them embraced and kissed and cried. 
 
    Robin went directly to the young girl and took her into her arms. Then she introduced herself as Max’s twin sister. 
 
    Finally, Donny pulled his canoe alongside the other one. Max held the canoe tight as Donny climbed out. He went directly to Kim and Pam, holding them both tight. 
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    They didn’t waste too much time at the portage. Donny knew his canoes better than any of them, so he repositioned packs and estimated the weight of each of them. In the end, he came up with a reasonable accommodation. He would control the stern of his canoe, with Robin in the bow and Judy in the center. Pam would take the bow of the second canoe, with her sister in the center and Max at the stern. 
 
    Max got his SAT phone back and noticed there had been a couple of calls missed. He made a quick call to his friend Martina Lopez with NCIS. 
 
    “My favorite former federal agent,” Martina said. “You don’t answer your phone now?” 
 
    Stepping away from the others for privacy, Max said, “It’s a long story. What do you have for me?” 
 
    Martina quickly told Max what she knew for sure and what she suspected. 
 
    “Thanks for the help,” Max said. “Could you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Another one?” 
 
    “I’ll make it worth your effort,” Max said, glancing over his shoulder at the others in their group. 
 
    “Yeah, you will. What’s up?” 
 
    “I need you to contact the local police chief in Ely, Minnesota. His name is Bram Simmons. Let him know we found Pam Joki and Judy Walker.” 
 
    “I had a feeling if anyone could find them you would,” Martina said. “Anything else?” 
 
    Max gave her his current GPS location, along with their path out of the Boundary Waters. Then he found the wallets of the two men, giving her their names and addresses. “These are two of the dirtbags that took the women. It shouldn’t be hard to track down the other two.” 
 
    “I’m on it,” Martina said. “When are we getting together again?” 
 
    “I could drive to Florida from Minnesota,” he said. 
 
    “Or, I could fly there to meet you. I’ve never seen Lake Superior. And I have a lot of vacation on the books.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled. Fly into Duluth and we’ll stay somewhere up the shore on Lake Superior.” 
 
    “Roger that. But first I need to bail your ass out again.” 
 
    They both cut off their call, and Max zipped the phone into a pocket on his wind breaker. 
 
    He headed back to the others and Robin gave him one of her concerned, motherly glares. He smiled and gave her a thumbs up. 
 
    Then they settled into the canoes and shoved off, starting their long trek back to the entry point of the Boundary Waters. 
 
    The first part of the lake was fairly easy paddling. But just as they hit the widest part of the lake, the wind started to pick up and the dark clouds ahead indicated a storm brewing. 
 
    “Looks like the wind will be from the west,” Donny said. That won’t be too bad on this lake, but once we hit the massive Snowbank Lake, we could be in trouble.” 
 
    Max understood what Donny was talking about. With the extra weight in the canoes, they were sitting low in the water. They would be more stable, but the waves could break over the sides and fill them with water. 
 
    Shortly they cruised past a long point. 
 
    Donny said, “We stayed in the woods there last night. Your sister and Kim saw the men pass by on the other side.” 
 
    Robin had already told him about that, including the part about them only having one paddler per canoe. 
 
    “Good thing we have their extra paddles,” Max said. 
 
    “That was a brilliant idea on your part,” Donny said. 
 
    “Well, shooting holes in their canoes didn’t stop them.” 
 
    “Those old aluminum canoes are hard to kill,” Donny assured him. 
 
    In a few minutes they came upon the old campsite used by the group of troubled girls. Two people were standing on the shore waving at them. 
 
    Max put his binoculars to his eyes and saw that they were two young men in their early twenties. “Looks like they might need help,” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not the men who took the girls?” Donny asked. 
 
    “Positive,” Max said. “But let me go in and talk with them.” 
 
    Max turned his canoe toward shore, but he didn’t come all the way in—just close enough to see the men and hear them speak. 
 
    “What’s up?” Max asked. 
 
    The men looked frustrated and concerned. The one with a long beard said, “Some assholes came by last night and took our canoe.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Max said. “Four men in two aluminum canoes?” 
 
    “How’d you know?” 
 
    “Lucky guess.” There wasn’t anything he could do for these men at this time, so he said, “Listen, we’re heading to Snowbank right now. We’ll send someone to pick you up.” 
 
    The second man pointed at them and said, “Did they do the same to you? Three in a canoe isn’t normal up here.” 
 
    “Let’s just say we’re looking for these men. You’re lucky they didn’t hurt you.” 
 
    “One of them pointed a gun at us,” the bearded man said. “They also took our food and sleeping bags.” 
 
    “Which way did they head?” 
 
    “Same way you’re going.” 
 
    “What kind of canoe did they take?” 
 
    “A red Old Town. It was my father’s back in the day.” 
 
    Max thanked them and repeated that he would send someone after them. 
 
    They paddled back to the other canoe and Max told them what had happened. Then they continued on toward the first portage. It was at least a mile to the longer 144-rod portage into Snowbank. The second portage was right next to that, but it would take them into Parent Lake on two portages of about 95 rods each. 
 
    As they pushed on, they came upon a familiar island. 
 
    Pam pointed her paddle and said, “That’s the island where they took me from.” 
 
    Just as she said this, Max saw something in the water. He slowed his canoe and turned toward the object. It was a scuttled aluminum canoe. 
 
    “They must not have been able to fix the leak,” Donny said. 
 
    “Let’s hope they’re far ahead of us,” Kim said. 
 
    Max knew that was the proper sentiment, but deep down he wanted another encounter with them—especially after hearing about what they had done to Pam and Judy. 
 
    In seconds, he knew that his deep-seeded wish could come true. Max first saw the flash of silver and red through the corner of his eye. As he turned to bring them into focus, he saw the two canoes down the narrow side between the island and the mainland. He quickly looked at them through his binoculars and confirmed his worst fears. 
 
    “Is that them?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Max said. Then to the others he said, “We need to dig in and get to the portage.” 
 
    “Don’t let them get us,” Judy cried. 
 
    “That’s not gonna happen,” Max said with determination. “Dig in with everything you have.” 
 
    All six of them seemed to be in perfect synch now as they bucked the wind toward the portage. 
 
    “How far to the portage?” Max asked. 
 
    Donny said, “About a mile. We can make it.” 
 
    Max knew they could beat the men there, but he wasn’t sure they could hike to the other side of the portage before the men caught up with them. Those men didn’t even have their packs. 
 
    Just as they rounded a point, the winds picked up and the dark clouds burst with lightning in the distance. Max knew the rain would be on them in minutes. Worse yet was the prospect of being out on these lakes with lightning. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, Max saw that the two canoes were moving fast in their direction. He was afraid that their weight was dragging them in the water. The other canoes sat much higher and glided over the water instead of cutting through it. 
 
    Seconds later, Max heard the distinct sound of a gunshot. Then another. And another. 
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    Max knew the effective range of his handgun, and he had to assume that the shooters behind him were wasting their bullets until they got closer. The most popular handgun was the 9mm, and based on the sound of the gun, he guessed the men were firing those as well. 
 
    He would hold his fire and keep paddling until he had no choice. 
 
    “Should we fire back?” Robin asked over her shoulder from the bow. 
 
    “Not yet,” Max said. “Push hard.” 
 
    They rounded another small point and the rain started to fall, peppering them right in the face. Soon the infrequent drops turned to an all-out deluge. 
 
    Max turned his canoe slightly to pull up closer to the second canoe. Then he said to Donny, “Take them to the portage. You can beat us there.” There was no doubt that the three locals were much stronger canoeists. 
 
    “We’re not leaving you,” Kim yelled from the bow of the other canoe. 
 
    “Just ditch your packs into the woods,” Max demanded. “Take only the canoes across the portage, or the men will catch up. I’ll slow them down a little.” 
 
    Donny didn’t answer, but he did acknowledge Max with a nod. 
 
    “Trust me,” Max said. “We’ll be right behind you.” He was mostly concerned that Kim, with her bad ankle, could need extra time on the portage. 
 
    Now, Max vectored away from the other canoe slightly before digging in deep to launch them forward. Soon, the other canoe was making progress ahead of them, pulling away as planned. 
 
    Robin turned briefly and said, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “You two keep paddling,” he yelled. “I’m going to shoot a couple of times at them to get their attention.” 
 
    Max quickly shoved his paddle into the canoe, drew his Glock from his hip, and shot three times toward the approaching canoes. Even with his elevated shots, he guessed his bullets would not have struck his target. But they seemed to get their attention, slowing their pursuit. 
 
    As Max holstered his gun and went back to paddling, a couple of guys from the other canoes started shooting at them again. He guessed they too weren’t coming close to hitting them. In fact, Max had managed to do two things—allow the other canoe to get much farther ahead, and even their canoe had spread the distance somewhat. 
 
    Now it was a race to the portage. All of them dug in deep as they propelled their canoe forward through the heavy rain and against the forceful winds. 
 
    Lightning struck all around them as the dark clouds swept in from the west. The winds seemed to swirl and shift from the west to the south and back again. 
 
    Ahead, the canoe with Donny, Kim and Pam rounded what must have been the final point into the isolated bay that led to their portage. 
 
    Max could see the water change ahead. The tiny bay was much more sheltered. They would be able to cruise into the portage faster, he thought. 
 
    The men behind them continued to shoot periodically, making Max a little nervous as they closed the distance somewhat. But he kept the crew paddling with all their might, propelling them toward their goal. 
 
    In seconds, they rounded the final point and now Max could see that their other canoe had reached the portage. The three in that canoe were hurrying to get everything out. Donny carried their two packs into the woods and threw them out of sight. Then Kim helped Pam hoist the canoe onto her back. Next, Donny helped Kim as they all disappeared over a small hill toward Snowbank Lake. 
 
    “What about our packs?” Robin asked over her shoulder. 
 
    “You carry yours,” he said. “You might need the other gun.” 
 
    “I can carry your bigger pack,” Judy said. 
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Positive,” the young girl said. 
 
    “Alright,” Max said. “I’ve got the canoe and you two take the packs and run as fast as you can to catch up to the others.” 
 
    With the lighter waves, they made up quick time to the portage. When they got to shore, Max drove the canoe right up onto the mossy land. Then they all scurried to get out, pulling the canoe onto shore. Max helped the girls with their packs as he watched the two canoes round the final point and close in on them. Within seconds, Max knew they would be able to fire on them. 
 
    To hopefully slow them down somewhat, Max pulled his gun and aimed high, shooting three more times. When he turned, he saw that Robin and Judy had gone over the top of the hill. His shots had slowed them down. In fact, they had come to a full stop, figuring Max could just wait there and be much more accurate as they got closer. 
 
    The delay was perfect. Max holstered his gun and whipped the canoe onto his back. Then he nearly ran up the hill with the canoe. 
 
    He could finally see Robin and Judy ahead on the trail, so Max slowed his pace to theirs. 
 
    “I’m right behind you,” Max said loudly. “Keep pushing. I slowed them down slightly.” 
 
    One hundred forty-four rods equaled about .45 miles, so Max knew he would need to let the girls set the pace over the rough terrain. They traveled up and down and through a long swampy area, where they needed to travel over boards placed there by the Forest Service workers. 
 
    Eventually, Robin and Judy caught up with Donny, who was helping Kim with her hurt ankle. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Robin asked. 
 
    “It’s just slow going,” Donny said. 
 
    Max came up alongside them and set the back of the canoe down. “What’s up? We need to get going.” 
 
    “We’re going as fast as we can,” Kim said with pain. 
 
    “How much farther?” Max asked. 
 
    Donny shrugged and said, “We’re over halfway there.” 
 
    “Take the canoe,” Max ordered Donny. “I’ll help Kim.” 
 
    Donny got under the canoe and put the yoke on his shoulder. Within seconds, he was off and running down the trail after Robin and Judy. 
 
    “Where’s your sister?” Max asked. 
 
    Kim laughed. “Probably at end of the portage already.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said. “I’m gonna carry you for a while.” 
 
    “You don’t have to. . .” 
 
    Without waiting, he slung Kim over his shoulder and started off toward Snowbank Lake. She was like carrying a small child compared to those he had been required to carry in the military. And even a quarter mile would be nothing to accomplish, he thought. 
 
    Soon, Max could see the outline of the lake ahead, which gave him increased strength to push it to the end of the portage. The last part of the trail was a downward slope all the way to the lake. 
 
    Waiting for them and out of breath, the others sat to rest while Max carried Kim to the lakefront. Then he gently set her on the moss beneath a patch of cedars. 
 
    “Wow,” Pam said. “He’s a beast.” 
 
    “He’s just showing off,” Robin said, digging into her pack and retrieving her brother’s second gun and two more full magazines. 
 
    Without forethought, Max said, “It ain’t over yet. You need to get going. Donny at the stern of that one, with Robin in the bow. Pam at the stern of the other, with Kim in the bow.” 
 
    “Judy comes with me,” Pam said. 
 
    “Wait,” Kim said to Max. “What about you?” 
 
    Robin handed her brother the second gun and magazines. “He’s staying here.” 
 
    “Get going,” Max demanded. “I’ll slow them down.” 
 
    Nobody thought it best to argue with Max. They got into their canoes and Max pushed them off. 
 
    “We’ll head to my place,” Donny said. “They won’t know about my cabin.” 
 
    “No problem,” Max said. “I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Shoving the spare gun and magazines into his backpack, Max swapped out the partially-used magazine in his gun for a full 17-round magazine and headed down the portage trail toward the four men. 
 
    Having traveled this portage twice now, he had a plan in his mind. There was no way these men would catch up with his sister and the others. 
 
    Before heading up the hill, Max stopped and glanced one last time at their two canoes heading out into the heavy waves running straight into the wind on this large lake. They were having a rough time of it, with water splashing over the bow with each stroke. He knew they would have to do everything in their power just to stay afloat. 
 
    Now he turned and ran up the hill. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    The leader of the pack showed the first signs of concern when they had been forced to halt their pursuit out in the bay in front of the portage. He had ordered them to stop and wait. If they pushed forward at that moment, they would travel right into that crazy man’s line of fire. He could pick them off one by one before they reached shore. Who was that asshole? He was relentless. Fearless. Stupid. 
 
    Once that man finally threw the canoe on his back like a college student slips a book back over his shoulders, the leader ordered his men to hurry ashore. This was a long portage, and the four of them should be able to catch the group of women and that one man without much effort. He thought about that unlikely group. What brought them together? 
 
    He pushed that from his mind as they came ashore and piled out of the canoes. They had been lucky to find the new red canoe as the aluminum one kept leaking from the bullet holes. It would have stayed afloat, he thought, but why chance it. Taking a canoe was nothing in the grand scheme of things. 
 
    Two of them would each carry a canoe halfway, while the other two kept their guns out and remained vigilant—one in front and the other taking up the rear. Then they would switch to be fair and to keep everyone fresh. 
 
    A pack was never truly equitable, he knew. But he liked to think of himself as a benevolent leader. 
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    Max got to the highest point on the portage and found a place behind a couple of thick white pines. From here he would have superior position over the four men. It was always harder to climb and fire from a low position than from high up looking down. He only wished he had one of his long guns right now. 
 
    As he waited, he thought about what he could legally do to these men. He knew he could never get into a position where he was the judge and executioner, but he needed to make sure the men understood their situation. Then they could decide their course of action. Max would protect himself. That was a given. And he would not be the first to fire. 
 
    But his mind couldn’t ignore the obvious. These men had kidnapped two women and brutally raped them repeatedly over a number of days. Facts hard to forget. 
 
    Max heard the men coming before he saw them. They were jabbering about something, but Max couldn’t discern their words. At least not until they came into view a couple of hundred yards down the hill. 
 
    Now their words started to echo through the forest. They were talking about their recent activities at the rape camp. Even more horrifying, perhaps, was how these men compared this experience to last year in Thailand. Then they brought up other adventures over the years, and Max got a knot in his stomach. 
 
    When the men got within a hundred yards, Max prepared himself, pointing his gun toward the edge of the bark on the large pine. 
 
    Not yet, he thought. Wait for a second. They needed to reach a spot within range, just in case they decided to fire on him. And at that point they would have very little cover from large trees. 
 
    Fifty yards. Not yet, Max. 
 
    The men were laboring with the hill, out of breath from the hike with the canoes on their backs. The man in front had a semi-auto handgun in his right hand. Same with the trailing man. 
 
    Thirty yards. Now! 
 
    “Federal Agent,” Max yelled. “Drop your weapons and raise your hands.” 
 
    The four men stopped dead in their tracks. The lead man raised his gun and aimed it in Max’s direction. But Max had yelled and hidden behind the tree. Only his gun and one eye would be visible to them. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” one of the men yelled back. 
 
    The men carrying the canoes swiveled and banged into each other, nearly knocking the canoes off their shoulders. The trailing man had moved forward. Was he their leader? 
 
    “Put your guns down,” Max demanded again. 
 
    “Fuck you,” the leader said. 
 
    The man who had been in front opened fire first, shooting in Max’s relative direction. 
 
    Max returned fire three times, dropping the man like a bag of potatoes onto the spongy soil. 
 
    Now the other man returned fire, forcing Max to retreat behind the tree momentarily. Bullets struck the tree in front of him, but Max just waited. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    As he peered around the tree, Max saw that the men carrying the canoes had dropped them and now had their guns out. Worse yet, they rushed into the woods on either side of the portage trail. They were trying to flank him. But Max was expecting this. 
 
    Retreating over the hill, Max ran down the portage trail, weaving through a narrow patch of thicker forest. He knew that he didn’t need to stop the men forever, but he did need to slow them down long enough to let his people get back to the safety of Donny’s house. 
 
    When Max reached a thick cedar and balsam fir patch, he set himself up for his next showdown. 
 
    The rain started to fall heavily again, but he was protected here by the cedars. He worried about his sister and the others out on the large lake. 
 
    Then his mind reeled back to reality. Who had he shot? It was the fat man. The one the girls had called the salesman. 
 
    He had shot only three times, so he had plenty of bullets left in his magazine. 
 
    Max knew that he was under no other obligation to warn these men. They were now pursuing him, tracking him like a pack of wolves would to an old moose. 
 
    He saw movement in the trees, but he didn’t fire. Not yet. He waited. Where were the others? 
 
    Max was only ten yards off of the portage trail. He needed to protect that with his life. They couldn’t get past him. 
 
    Suddenly, a salvo of gunshots broke the silence, forcing Max to shove his body behind a cedar. He twisted his hand around the tree and fired a number of shots. 
 
    This back and forth continued until Max ran out of rounds, his slide slapping back over his hand. He quickly shoved in a new magazine and considered taking out his second gun to have one in each hand, but he knew his accuracy would suffer. No. Keep that second gun in reserve, he thought. 
 
    He saw a flash of movement to his left and realized he had let a man get too far around him on that side. Now he had to move or be killed. 
 
    Max ran deeper into the woods, finding protection behind an even bigger cedar tree. Just as he stopped running, two men fired on him from different locations. 
 
    Where was the third man? 
 
    Max yelled at the men, “If you recall, I took the identifications of two of you. I have already called in your names to my fellow federal agents. They will be waiting for you at your homes in the Twin Cities.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” one man screamed back at him. 
 
    “You know it’s true,” Max said. “Not to mention the fact that the two young women will identify you as kidnappers and rapists. When you add in murder of a federal employee, your charges could include the death penalty.” This wasn’t true, of course. But it sounded good. 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” one of the men yelled to the other. Then to Max he screamed, “We don’t know nothing about that.” 
 
    Max heard a noise to his right. When he realized what it was, he wasn’t sure what to do. All he could see was a red canoe gliding through the forest some twenty yards away. He couldn’t even get a shot at the man. Based on the height, the man carrying the canoe had to be the tall man he had encounter before. Was he the medical guy? 
 
    He could see only brief glimpses of the two men out in the cedars. Max needed to stop the man with the canoe. So, he aimed at the man to his left and fired at the tree quickly a number of times, then he shifted to his right and fired on that man repeatedly. Then he ran. 
 
    As Max rushed through the forest toward the portage, he weaved in and out of trees, the sounds of gunfire trailing him and bullets striking trees all around him. 
 
    Once he reached the portage trail, he holstered his gun and ran after the man carrying the red canoe. He easily caught up with the man, but then had to decide how to attack. 
 
    His hesitation lasted only a few steps, until he saw that the man had holstered his own gun. 
 
    Max rushed the man and hit the back of the canoe, which twisted on the man’s shoulders, the torque and weight of the canoe sending it flying to the ground. The man turned and went for his gun, but Max was too fast. He hit the man with his shoulder, lifting him off the ground and pile-driving him into the wet, muddy surface. 
 
    Somehow, the man was able to get his hand on his gun and fired once through his holster. 
 
    Max pulled his knife from his left hip and shoved it into the man’s right arm forcing his hand from the gun. Then the man punched at Max, catching him once on the side of his head. With a second stroke, Max shoved the knife into the man’s chest and twisting it in a tight C. 
 
    With the knife breaking the plural cavity and entering the guy’s lungs, the man fought for air. Max rolled off the guy and drew his gun again. But this guy wasn’t going anywhere but Hell, Max thought. 
 
    He turned, expecting to see the two other men coming after him. But that didn’t happen. At least not yet. 
 
    Where were they, he wondered. 
 
    He had two choices—continue after them, or make a tactical retreat. 
 
    When he suddenly felt a sharp pain in his left hip, he glanced down and saw that the man had hit him, grazing him. He was bleeding, but not too much. 
 
    The man wheezed on the ground in front of him. He considered putting a bullet in the man’s head, but that would have been too humane. Who knew what these men had planned to do with Pam and Judy when they were done with them? No. He would let God decide when to take his life. 
 
    Max holstered his gun again and reconsidered his options. He could have used his brothers in special forces right about now. 
 
    Then it came to him. The men might be heading back to take the other canoe. What if they simply backed out and went to the two shorter portages. They could still get to Snowbank Lake that way. It would surely take much longer, but they would escape. 
 
    Instead of rushing back to find out if the men had backtracked, Max decided on the most logical course of action. He checked on the red Old Town canoe and saw that it was fine. Two paddles had been weaved under the front seat struts. 
 
    Before leaving, he glanced at the man he had been forced to stab. He had stopped breathing, his eyes staring up to the sky, as if praying for forgiveness. Max knew that God was all about forgiving sins, but he hoped that the man’s prayers had not been answered. He imagined instead that the man’s soul was drifting somewhere deep in Hell. 
 
    With pain aching in his left hip, Max lifted the old red canoe to his shoulder and hurried toward Snowbank Lake. Once he got to the edge of the lake, he quickly set down the canoe and found his SAT phone. He called the 911 dispatcher in Ely, explaining his situation, and telling them to make sure all canoeists completely avoided the portages into both Parent Lake and Disappointment Lake. When he told them about two dead bodies on the portage trail, he got their attention. 
 
    Now he still had two choices. He could make one last stand at the portage trailhead into Disappointment Lake, or he could get in the canoe and try to cross through the heavy waves, which were breaking as whitecaps right now. But it wasn’t just that, he thought. Clouds were turning darker and lightning was striking the area near Ely in the distance. 
 
    When he heard the men coming, their aluminum canoe tapping a few trees, Max decided to move out. He had no defensive position along the lakeshore. 
 
    He pulled out both paddles, set one within reach inside the canoe and held the other one as he got in and pushed off. 
 
    Max bucked the wind and the rain to gain distance away from the portage. He had to quickly shift from right to left strokes to keep the canoe running straight. Even then, it seemed like he would take two strokes forward and drift back between strokes. 
 
    Once he got some distance, he turned and saw that the last of the two men had reached the shore and were putting in their canoe. With two paddlers, they would easily catch him, he thought. 
 
    Yet, he was never one to give up. He dug in deep and paddled with all his strength.
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    Robin had never been so cold in July in her life. The rain had soaked them while crossing Snowbank Lake, and the wind whipped right through them. Her muscles stiffened as she struggled to dig her paddle deep into the dark water to propel them toward the other side of the lake. 
 
    She had noticed that the young girl, Judy, had hunkered down and wrapped herself into a ball. But water coming over the sides had filled part of both canoes. Yet, they continued on until they reached the far side of the lake and pulled ashore. 
 
    Instead of putting the canoes away, Donny simply tied the bow ropes to trees and tipped them over on the lawn. Then the five of them walked stiffly up the hill to his cabin. 
 
    Once inside, Donny said, “I’ll start a fire. You girls can take a warm shower and get into fresh clothes. Take anything you find in my closets.” 
 
    Robin made sure that Pam and Judy were the first to shower. Judy wasn’t going far from Pam anyway. She helped Kim find some clothes in a spare bedroom closet. Kim was distracted by something she held in a Ziploc bag. 
 
    “What’s that?” Robin asked. 
 
    “My sister saved some DNA,” Kim said. “Your brother put some in two bags, giving one to Pam in case they split up.” 
 
    “The DNA of the men?” 
 
    Kim nodded her head and almost started crying. 
 
    “She’s a smart cookie,” Robin said. 
 
    “She’s a fighter.” 
 
    “She’ll need help.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Robin gave her a long hug and said, “We need to get out of these wet clothes.” 
 
    Kim found three sets of clothes—T-shirts and sweat pants, for each of them. “I’ll take these to the girls.” 
 
    “Then you jump into the shower,” Robin ordered. 
 
    “All right.” 
 
    Then Robin went back to looking in the closet. 
 
    “I don’t know if they’ll fit you,” Donny said from behind her. 
 
    Robin turned and said, “We’ll make it work. We’re the only ones with our packs. Maybe something in there stayed dry.” 
 
    “I should have made sure you packed everything in plastic,” Donny said. “That’s the way of the Boundary Waters.” 
 
    He was right. Robin couldn’t find anything to wear that would fit her. Instead, she found her pack that she left at the back-door mud room and pulled out her clothes. But she had packed her clothes in garbage bags, so she found dry clothes there. 
 
    She found a place to change into dry clothes and wandered back into the living room, where Donny had built a blazing fire in the stone fireplace. 
 
    Pam and Judy came out looking refreshed but still not pristine. There seemed to be a newfound angst on each of their faces. Perhaps the realization of what had happened to them in the past few days was finally starting to set in. 
 
    Donny took a seat next to Robin and said, “I hate to bring this up, but not long after we got onto Snowbank, I’m pretty sure I heard gunshots back toward the portage.” 
 
    “I know. I heard them too.” 
 
    “Will your brother be alright?” 
 
    Donny and the other girls all looked at Robin for an answer. Honestly, she wasn’t sure. But she said, “I’d be worried if there were about twice as many men. My brother can handle four guys with handguns.” 
 
    Kim put her hand on Robin’s knee. “Did you say that he was dating someone?” 
 
    Suddenly, there was a knock on the back door. 
 
    Everyone jumped. 
 
    Donny got up and went to answer it, but Robin went after him. 
 
    Standing on the stoop was a police officer in uniform. It was the tall Ely Police Chief Bram Simmons. 
 
    “You made good time,” Donny said. Then to Robin he said, “I called them as soon as I got home.” 
 
    “Hey, Donny,” Bram said. “I hear you found the two missing girls.” 
 
    “They’re in warming up.” 
 
    The police chief nodded his head. “We’ll need to talk with them. I made sure to tell the Forest Service where to find them. They’ll also need to talk with the girls. But right now, we have a situation. We got a call from an unnamed man saying he had killed two men and we could find the dead men on the portage trail between Snowbank and Disappointment. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” 
 
    “That must have been a SAT phone call from my brother,” Robin said. “You need to help him.” 
 
    The police chief raised his hands. “County search and rescue and the Forest Service have both put in boats to check on it. Do you know who these dead men might be?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Robin said, “the same people who kidnapped the young ladies and raped them repeatedly. They also murdered the other Forest Service employee. What you people said was a bear kill.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me,” the police chief said. “I was in Donny’s camp. We didn’t believe for a minute a bear had killed that young man.” 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” Donny said. 
 
    The police chief turned to Robin and asked, “What can you tell me about your brother?” 
 
    She quickly explained Max’s background, from his positions in the military and his more recent endeavors as a private investigator. When she was done, the police chief’s eyes seemed to widen. 
 
    “Sounds like a good guy,” the police chief said. 
 
    “You met him,” Robin said. “What you see is what you get with my brother.” 
 
    “Alright,” the police chief said. “I’m gonna head down to the entry point and check on their progress. As you probably know, we don’t have jurisdiction this far out of Ely.” 
 
    “Understood,” Donny said. “Once you find her brother Max, we’ll bring the young ladies down to the station for an interview.” 
 
    “There are still two men on the loose,” Robin reminded the police chief. 
 
    Chief Simmons puffed out his chest and adjusted his service belt. “We’ll get them.” 
 
    Robin wasn’t holding her breath. But she held back her criticism until her brother came back safely. They watched the police chief get back to his patrol car and drive off. 
 
    “You know the chief well?” Robin asked. 
 
    “You could say that. He played basketball with my son in high school.” 
 
    Robin and Donny went back into the living room, where the fireplace had warmed the room considerably. She took a seat on the sofa next to Kim. 
 
    Donny rubbed his hands together and said, “How about I make a couple of pizzas from scratch?” 
 
    That sounded good to everyone. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Max had gotten onto the massive lake and had a rough time staying ahead of the other canoe. Luckily, he had gotten a head start on them or they would have easily overtaken him. Of course, he had slowed their progress by shooting at the men periodically. 
 
    He rounded a large island into the main part of the lake. Here the waves were even larger. So much so that he couldn’t take them on directly. But when he tacked across them, he nearly capsized many times. 
 
    His situation was exacerbated by the rain and wind, which peppered him relentlessly in the face. His muscles ached from the paddling. But he dug in deep and found the inner strength to continue moving across the open lake. 
 
    Max kept wondering what had happened to the police response. He suspected that mentioning two dead bodies might get them moving. Perhaps they had, and they had simply taken a direct approach around the southern end of the lake. Since Max had gone around the north side of the largest island in the lake, it was possible the law enforcement officers had simply missed him. 
 
    As he checked his position, he knew that he was way off course from running into Donny’s cabin. He would have to come ashore somewhere on the west side of the lake where the wind would be less intense, and then move along the shore until he reached the cabin. He thought about his truck sitting outside Donny’s cabin, knowing he had long rifles in his gun safe, and that he could have finished this a long time ago with those weapons. 
 
    Now he saw that the strength of the lake had not just thrown him off course, it had nearly shoved him north to Canada. Sometimes it was all he could do to simply stay afloat by jamming his paddle to the side of the stern and use it as a rudder. 
 
    The sky got darker as he seemed to make progress toward the opposite shore. Lightning struck the southern end of the lake, the thunder seeming to shake the canoe against the waves. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take without resting. Yet, in his current position, it wasn’t like he could simply stop paddling. If he did that he would end up across the lake against the northeast shoreline. 
 
    He glanced back to see where the other men were. They were gone. How was that possible? 
 
    Then he turned his head to the left and saw the other canoe. The two men had somehow overtaken him, but were at least a quarter of a mile to the south. The waves were so high that his mind had not processed them at first. 
 
    What were they doing? Then it came to him. They had used the strength of two men to get up wind of him. Now they could overtake him without even paddling, Max thought. He was in an untenable position. 
 
    The men continued to dig in deep, propelling their canoe in front of Max. Soon, he fully expected the men to simply turn the bow toward Max and swiftly glide toward him, shooting along the way. Max had to be ready for them. 
 
    The deeper Max shoved his paddle the harder his muscles worked to maintain his course. Finally, almost two thirds of the way across the lake, Max knew he had to keep some of his power in reserve—just in case he needed it. Now he slowed his drive toward the far shore. If the men did turn with the wind now, they would cut across his bow and give Max a better shot. 
 
    Then, just as Max had thought, the men in the aluminum canoe let the wind cut their bow to the north, swinging them ninety degrees toward Max. 
 
    Max held on tight to the paddle as a rudder, trying to keep the waves from capsizing him. Within seconds, the men were cutting across his bow. He put his paddle across the gunnel and lowered himself as far as he could into the canoe to cut down his signature. 
 
    The man in the bow started shooting at Max, his bullets striking the front of the Old Town Kevlar canoe. 
 
    Max returned fire in a slow, methodical rate. He heard a number of his bullets strike the aluminum canoe, but he didn’t hit the men. 
 
    Now the man in the stern also started shooting, but it was too late. By now the waves had drawn them out of range. 
 
    Pulling himself back onto his seat, Max holstered his gun and jammed his paddle deep into the water to turn the canoe directly into the waves. He paddled hard and fast to gain some distance before the other men had a chance to turn around. Maybe they would capsize while turning, Max hoped. 
 
    After a couple hundred yards, closer to the west bank now, Max finally glanced over his shoulder toward the other canoe. He had left them behind for now. 
 
    He tried to remember how many bullets he had shot and how many that were left in his current magazine. But the numbers weren’t coming to him. He must have been close to running out. Max had one partial magazine left in his pocket, but he also had his second gun and two extra full magazines. So, he needed to keep his small pack on his back. 
 
    Max was able to maintain separation across the last part of the lake. Part of this was due to the wind slowing somewhat and the trees on the west shoreline protecting him, and the other part was the fact that he was a stronger paddler than those in the aluminum canoe. Also, he might have knocked a few more holes in their canoe, which meant they would be taking on more water. Especially if he had hit the canoe low enough on the craft. Either way, he was just able to maintain his lead on them as he came closer to shore and then turned south along the edge. 
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    Robin thought she heard gunshots again, but there was no way of knowing for sure, since the thunder and lightning was intense right now. It was so dark outside she thought night was coming already. But that was impossible. It was much too early. 
 
    “You look concerned,” Donny said. 
 
    “Out west we don’t get storms like this,” she said. “We can usually see them sweep across to one side of the city. One area might get drenched and have flash floods, while the rest of the city is bone dry.” 
 
    Donny had just pulled out his homemade pizzas and he began to cut them. “I’ve heard about that.” 
 
    “It’s like night out there,” she said, not wanting to bring up the fact that she might have heard gunshots. 
 
    He finished cutting the last pizza and then set the roller cutter into the sink. Turning to Robin, he said, “I know you’re not just concerned about the storm.” 
 
    “He’s stuck across the lake,” she said. 
 
    “The Forest Service will be there soon I’m sure.” 
 
    “Maybe. But there are still two men with guns after him.” 
 
    “You said yourself that he can handle himself,” Donny reminded her. 
 
    “You’re right.” Then she thought for a moment. “Do you have any guns?” 
 
    “A hunting rifle and a shotgun. Why?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I have a bad feeling.” 
 
    Donny patted her shoulder and said, “The bad guys are either long gone or dead. There’s no way the police will let them get through their road block.” 
 
    She knew he was probably right. 
 
    Donny called the other girls in to get some pizza. He even cracked a bottle of red wine for those who wanted it, and Coke for the others. 
 
    Robin ate only a couple of slices and then thought about her brother’s truck sitting out back. Max had told her how to find his keys in case of emergency. While the others ate, she put on her rain top and rushed out to her brother’s truck. She found the keys and got in behind the wheel. Her brother carried a veritable arsenal of rifles and handguns everywhere he went. But those were kept in the bed of his truck under the topper, locked in a secure safe. Except for one, she remembered. In the console, Max always kept a subcompact carry handgun with a spare magazine. This was his Glock 43, with six-round capacity in 9mm. 
 
    She picked up this gun and made sure her brother had put a round in the chamber. He had, which meant she would have 13 rounds total. Not perfect, but better than nothing. She slipped the gun and extra magazine into her pocket, locked the truck, and returned the truck keys to the place Max had hidden them. 
 
    Once she got inside, she went to the bathroom and placed the gun inside the waistband of her pants and covered it with her sweatshirt. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Max had made a slight tactical error. He was running close to shore, but that shoreline curved out into the lake ahead. Which meant that the two men in the aluminum canoe would have a direct shot at getting around the point and he would have to vector toward them to make the same maneuver. This would bring him right in their path on a collision course. Unless he could gain some speed and shoot past them. 
 
    Within seconds, he knew this plan would fail. So, he slowed his pace and let them think they were going much faster. When the men finally realized Max’s plan, they almost came to a complete stop to wait for him. 
 
    Max also stopped and kept his canoe pointed toward the two men ahead. They were now a hundred yards in front of him and slightly to his left. The shore was only a hundred yards away also. He could simply put his canoe ashore and hike down to Donny’s place. Besides, it wasn’t like he could simply lead these men back to the girls. Where were those damn police and Forest Service officers? 
 
    At first Max didn’t see that the men were drifting his way, since he had been trying his best not to give up his location. In a moment of relative silence, Max finally heard his SAT phone buzzing in his backpack. But there was no way he could pick it up now. He guessed it had to be Robin calling, trying to find out his status. For all he knew, she had to think he was still stuck somewhere across the lake at the Disappointment portage. Instead, he estimated he was within a mile or so of Donny’s cabin. Since the road ended at Donny’s place, if Max went ashore, he would have to stick to the shore to find the remote cabin. Luckily, he had put in a waypoint for the cabin. He could even cut across the forest to get there. 
 
    Through his hesitation, Max now realized that he had let the men get too close to him. They were within range of their handguns. 
 
    “Why don’t you just give up?” the man in the stern of the boat yelled. “We can let you live if you simply tell us where to find the girls.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” Max said. “You’re leaving the Boundary Waters only one way. Just like your friends.” 
 
    Without warning, the two men drew their weapons and started firing at Max with everything they had. Max tried to turn the bow of the boat into the wind, which would turn him quickly to 90 degrees to tack across the waves. But with the bullets flying his way and the wind being much stronger than he thought, the canoe caught the wind hard and he flew into the cold water, plunging deep under the surface until he finally let go of the paddle and got his bearings. Holding his breath and gliding slowly back to the surface, he tried to find his canoe. But it was useless. Instead, he rose up and quickly took a breath as he swiveled his head to find the bad guys. They had drifted away slightly, but they saw him come up. They opened fire again. 
 
    Max shoved himself below the surface and swam toward them. They would assume he would move away from them, and were shooting over his head. 
 
    As he rose up the second time, he drew his gun from his hip and fired three times at the men in the canoe. At least one bullet hit the man in the bow, knocking him into the water. 
 
    The man in the stern started to fire at Max, but his canoe almost capsized, so he was forced to pick up his paddle to stabilize the craft. 
 
    Max shot a few more times, but his bobbing up and down in the lake was cutting down on his accuracy. Also, by now the canoe had drifted farther out of range to the north. 
 
    He was having a hard time staying afloat with only his feet, so Max holstered his gun and used his arms to stay above the surface. With his pack and his clothes completely wet, the weight was becoming a problem. He needed to get ashore fast. 
 
    As he kept one eye on the aluminum canoe floating farther to the north, Max kicked and swam toward shore. By the time he dragged himself ashore, he was dead on his feet. He could barely walk. But he forced himself to disappear into the forest far enough so the last man couldn’t see him. 
 
    Then, out of breath and freezing from the wind cutting across his wet body, Max took a seat on the spongy moss surface in a patch of cedars. Everything in his training told him he needed to build a fire and get out of his wet clothes. But that was impossible, he knew. He needed to take out this last man. 
 
    As he hugged himself for warmth, he heard his SAT phone buzz again. He took off his wet backpack and sat it between his legs. Then he found his phone and saw that it wasn’t Robin calling. It was his friend from NCIS, Martina Lopez. 
 
    “Yeah,” Max whispered. 
 
    “I’ve been trying to reach you for an hour,” she said desperately. 
 
    “I’ve been a little busy,” he said. 
 
    “Are your teeth chattering?” 
 
    He guessed they were. He quickly explained his situation. “What can you tell me about these men?” 
 
    “I think I found the other names,” she said. “They’re all old high school friends. They were charged with the gang rape of a girl during their senior year in the Twin Cities. A suburb called Roseville.” 
 
    Max glanced out at the lake and saw the canoe with one man in the stern slowly make its way past him some hundred yards off shore. Damn, he wished he had one of his long rifles. 
 
    “There’s just one left now,” Max said. 
 
    “Maybe two,” she said. 
 
    “What? There were only four at the camp.” 
 
    “I know. But there were five friends in high school. We’re still looking into that last person. We think he changed his name. I’ll keep digging.” 
 
    “Alright. I’m heading to Donny Beck’s place.” 
 
    “You know that he was from the Twin Cities before he moved to Ely.” 
 
    “He mentioned that.” He hoped she wasn’t implying that Donny was number five. There was no way. He was too old. Maybe twenty years older than the man in the canoe. 
 
    “Donny has a son and a daughter still living in the Twin Cities,” Martina said. 
 
    “There’s no way Donny is involved,” Max said. 
 
    “No, probably not. But maybe his son?” 
 
    Max didn’t say anything. He couldn’t believe that Donny could have raised a gang rapist. 
 
    “Never mind,” she said. “You need to get to shelter and out of those wet clothes. I’ll call your sister and let her know where you are.” 
 
    He agreed and reminded her to meet him in Duluth when this was done. She agreed and then hung up. 
 
    Max returned the phone to his backpack and then swapped out his gun for his spare, shoving the full spare magazines into his pockets. Then he put his pack on his back and hurried off through the forest, following the shore toward the south. 
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    The warm fire and pizza in their bellies, along with the wine, had most of them in a coma hanging out in the living room of Donny’s cabin. 
 
    Robin had just turned on her phone when a call came in. She went into one of the bedrooms for privacy. 
 
    “Is this Martina?” she asked. 
 
    “Good guess. Hey, I just got a hold of your brother on his SAT phone.” She explained what she knew about Max and what she had told him about the four men. 
 
    “Just one guy left?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Yes. But Max got capsized along the western shore. He’s wet and cold. Maybe a mile north of your location.” 
 
    “Should we go look for him?” Robin asked. 
 
    “No. The other man is heading your way.” 
 
    “He can’t know we’re here,” Robin assured the NCIS special agent. “And the police have a road block set up. There’s nowhere for that man to go.” 
 
    “There’s a fifth man somewhere,” Martina said. Then she went on to explain the background of the four men, along with the fifth one involved in the high school rape case. 
 
    “They’ve been doing this for some twenty years?” Robin asked. 
 
    “I checked on the passports of the two names Max gave me. They traveled last summer to Thailand, along with two more men. That’s how I traced them back to high school. The fifth man must have changed his name, though.” 
 
    “Did you check on anyone else around that same age traveling with them last year?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Just from the Twin Cities area,” Martina said. “I’ll expand that search. The fifth man could have flown from another city and met the four men in Bangkok.” 
 
    Robin thanked her for her help and then hung up. Now she felt justified getting Max’s gun from his truck. Knowing there was still a mad gunman on the loose in the area was disheartening. Maybe she could convince Donny to arm up with his shotgun. 
 
    Kim got up as Robin came into the living room again. She pulled Robin into the kitchen to talk. Robin had wrapped the younger woman’s ankle better after her shower, and she seemed to be walking much better on it. 
 
    “What’s up?” Robin asked. “Your ankle seems much better.” 
 
    “It is, thanks.” She hesitated. “I’ve been texting with my boss,” Kim said. “They got to the Disappointment portage trail and found the two men. But both of their canoes were gone.” 
 
    Robin nodded. “Max took one and the other two men took the other one.” She wasn’t sure how much she should tell this woman. Technically, Kim had hired her and Max to find her sister, and they had done just that. Her obligation was complete. 
 
    “Where did they go?” Kim asked. 
 
    “Out on Snowbank.” Robin explained how Max had talked with his friend in NCIS on his SAT phone. “He was forced to kill another man.” 
 
    “That leaves just one.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Kim gave Robin a big hug. Then she pulled away and said, “Thanks again for your help.” 
 
    “You need to thank Max,” Robin said. 
 
    “I plan on it.” 
 
    Robin could only imagine how this woman planned to thank her brother. But she didn’t let her mind go there. Besides, Max was a big boy. 
 
    Suddenly, a knock on the door startled them both. Robin almost drew her weapon, but then recognized the man at the door. 
 
    “How did he find us?” Robin asked. 
 
    Standing on the stoop was the Forest Service law enforcement special agent, Wayne Cranston. 
 
    “He knew we were with Donny,” Kim said, heading toward the door. “My old boss must have given him directions.” 
 
    Kim unlocked the door and let the man inside. “Did you find the last man?” 
 
    Cranston shook his head and said, “You mean the last two.” 
 
    Kim said, “No. Just one left. Her brother was forced to kill another one.” 
 
    The special agent glanced at Robin with interest. Perhaps too much, she thought. 
 
    “I need to talk with your sister and the young girl while everything is fresh in their minds,” Cranston said, and then tried to move into the room. 
 
    Robin stopped the man with a hand to his chest. “That can wait. They’re tired and need their rest. They’ve been through hell.” 
 
    “Who are you to them?” Cranston asked while he glanced down at her hand on his chest. 
 
    “A friend,” Robin said. “And their lawyer.” 
 
    She felt the man press forward against her hand for a second before backing off. 
 
    “I guess it could wait until morning,” the special agent said with a glowering smirk. Then he turned to Kim and added, “Bring your sister and the girl by the district office at zero nine hundred.” This came out as an order, not a request. 
 
    Then the Forest Service law enforcement special agent reluctantly put on his hat and backed out into the light rain and gloomy darkness of late afternoon. 
 
    Robin locked the back door and turned to Kim. “What did Max call that guy?” 
 
    Kim laughed. “A tool. But I think he needs to reassess that assumption. Most tools at least have a purpose.” 
 
    “I guess in theory the man is partially right,” Robin said. “Most crime victims should be interviewed as soon as possible. But my brother has already identified the men involved with the kidnapping and rape of your sister and Judy.” 
 
    “Right,” Kim said. “And three of them are dead. It’s only a matter of time before they catch number four.” 
 
    She had a damn good point, Robin thought. There was no good reason to interview the girls yet. 
 
    Donny came from the living room and said, “Who was at the door?” 
 
    “Forest Service Law Enforcement,” Kim said. 
 
    “Junior park ranger,” Donny said with a smirk. “What’d he want?” 
 
    “To interview the girls,” Robin said. “I told him to piss off until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Good for you.” Donny found a beer in the refrigerator and asked Kim and Robin if they wanted one. Neither did. He twisted open the top and took a long draw. Then he said, “What’s the plan?” 
 
    “I was hoping we can stay until my brother gets here,” Robin said. 
 
    “You ladies can stay as long as you like,” Donny said. “It’s nice having some people in this old cabin.” 
 
    Perfect opening, Robin thought. “You have a son and daughter, right? Where are they?” 
 
    “My daughter is in Burnsville and my son is in Golden Valley.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with those places,” Robin said. 
 
    Kim broke in. “They’re suburbs of the Twin Cities.” 
 
    “And you lived there until moving to Ely?” Robin asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Donny said. “Why all the questions?” 
 
    Robin hunched her shoulders. “Just trying to figure out what makes a man move his family out of the big city to a remote place like this.” 
 
    “Easy,” Donny said. “Although we lived on a lake in the north suburbs of St. Paul, we used to come up to the Boundary Waters in the summer. We fell in love with the place.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Robin said. 
 
    “I really miss living here,” Kim said. “I’m hoping to someday come back and take over the district.” 
 
    The three of them went back into the living room overlooking Snowbank Lake down the hill from Donny’s cabin. Robin stood before the picture window and wondered where her brother was at that moment. What was taking him so long? She trusted Max with her life, but he had a tendency to take unnecessary risks. He would call them ‘calculated ventures.’ But she had been forced to chastise him so many times over the years for putting himself in danger that she felt her words were not getting through his thick skull. She could have called his SAT phone, but she didn’t want to disturb him if he was tracking down the last man. 
 
    As she glanced at the storm crossing the large lake, she prayed to God that Max wasn’t still out on the water somewhere. Hopefully, he would have enough sense to get off the water during a lightning storm. 
 
    Just as that thought crossed her mind, the sky filled with shards of lightning streaking through it. Thunder roared and shook the windows. Then the lights went out. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Donny said. “I’ve got candles, flashlights and a generator. But it doesn’t kick in automatically. I’ll need to go out and start it.” 
 
    Robin waited for her eyes to adjust to the relative darkness. Luckily, they were a few hours away from the real blackness of nightfall. 
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    Max had been heading toward hypothermia, but there wasn’t much he could do about it until he got to a warm, dry location. He found a spot relatively safe in the woods at the base of a point with a view of Snowbank Lake to the north and the south. By the time he got there, he couldn’t see the last man in the canoe. Perhaps the guy had gone out farther into the lake toward one of the southern Boundary Waters entry points. That wouldn’t have been smart, of course, since he had to believe the police and Forest Service would be there waiting for him. 
 
    Finding the protection of a cluster of thick cedars and pines, Max built a fire and stripped off his clothes to let them dry. He huddled in a space blanket close to the fire long enough for his clothes to dry and his body core temperature to rise back to a normal level. 
 
    Just as he got his clothes back on and covered them with his quiet raingear, he heard his SAT phone buzz in his backpack. 
 
    He found his phone and said, “Yeah.” 
 
    “You’re still with us?” Martina Lopez asked. 
 
    “Barely. What’s up?” 
 
    “I’ve been on the phone with law enforcement all over the place this afternoon, from the Twin Cities to Thailand.” 
 
    “Okay. And?” 
 
    “The young woman raped in Minnesota some twenty years ago died of an overdose before the men could go to trial. The prosecutors were forced to drop the case without her testimony.” 
 
    Overdose, my ass, Max thought. “And Thailand?” 
 
    “Just anecdotal information,” Martina said. “During the timeframe of their visit, a couple of women were found murdered with indications they had been raped multiple times.” 
 
    “It sounds like these men don’t like to leave witnesses,” Max concluded. 
 
    “That’s what I’m thinking,” she said. “All four men were married. One was divorced years ago. I tracked her down and interviewed her. She divorced her ex-husband because of infidelity and his heavy porn addiction.” 
 
    “What did she tell you about the relationship of these men? And about their trips together.” 
 
    Hesitation. Then Martina said, “The men had a trip every July or August together.” 
 
    “For the past twenty years?” 
 
    “Afraid so,” she said. 
 
    Max was sick to his stomach. He couldn’t imagine the possible number of victims. It could be in the dozens. Now he wished he had killed this last man. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. This man has lost his three friends. We took the two young women away from him, so he has to get to them to make sure they don’t talk.” 
 
    “You think he’ll kill them?” 
 
    “He has to,” Max said. Then he kicked the last of his fire to spread what remained of the coals. “I need to get to them before he does.” 
 
    “How would he know how to find them?” she asked. 
 
    “I killed the two men and took their IDs,” Max said. “What did you find out about their professions?” 
 
    “One was a sales rep for a pharmaceutical company and the other one was an EMT from Minneapolis.” 
 
    “I shot another man and he fell into the lake,” Max said. “He had a beard and a slight build.” 
 
    “He was a college professor at a private school in St. Paul.” 
 
    That left the man who seemed to be the leader. “And the last guy?” 
 
    “He’s a slip and fall lawyer from Bloomington.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Max said. 
 
    “What more do you need from me?” 
 
    “Did you find out anything else on the fifth man?” 
 
    “Not yet. By the way, the ex-wife was married to the Bloomington lawyer. But they had only been married for about ten years, so she might not have known about anyone else. I’ll keep digging.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    “Try to stay dry,” he said. “But that’s not likely. Although night is a couple of hours away, the storm here has made it almost like dusk already.” 
 
    “Should I send some police to protect the women?” 
 
    “I’ll be there within the hour,” he said. “If it goes out over the radio, the lawyer could be monitoring that.” 
 
    “Or the fifth man could be.” 
 
    “Right. I’ll call my sister.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    The two of them hung up and then Max started hiking down toward the lakeshore as he punched in Robin’s cell number. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Robin asked. 
 
    “A little busy.” He quickly gave his sister the information that Martina had just fed him. 
 
    “That makes sense,” she said. “Should I call in the local police?” 
 
    “Is there someone you trust?” 
 
    Robin thought for a moment. “Not really. We’ve had the Ely Police Chief and that Forest Service special agent drop by so far. So, they know where we are.” 
 
    “You should go out to my truck and get a gun.” 
 
    “Way ahead of you,” she said. “I got the Glock from your console, along with an extra magazine.” 
 
    “Good girl. I should go. The woods are getting thick here.” 
 
    “Wait. One more thing. The power is out.” 
 
    “Everywhere? Or just at Donny’s house?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll find out.” 
 
    “Stay vigilant,” he said, and then hung up and stuffed the phone into his backpack. 
 
    Now, with this new information, he quickened his pace toward Donny’s cabin. He figured he was about a mile out, but with the difficult terrain, it could take him an hour to travel that distance. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Robin found Donny digging out candles and flashlights from a cabinet in his basement. 
 
    “Hey,” Robin said. “We need to talk.” 
 
    She noticed there was a door to the outside here, since the cabin was built on a hill. From the looks of the space, Donny used the walk-out basement to store his canoes and other toys during the winter months. 
 
    “What about?” he asked. 
 
    “Is there someone you can call to verify that the power is out everywhere along the lake?” 
 
    Donny looked confused. “There’s only one power line down our road. My closest neighbor is ninety-four and she has her light on almost all the time.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “I’ve checked. It’s off. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just trying to be sure. Where is your generator?” 
 
    “North side of the cabin in a box I built for it. I should get that fired up.” 
 
    She took a flashlight from Donny and said, “I’ll hold the light.” 
 
    The two of them went out the basement door and went around the side of the cabin to the north end. Donny opened the wooden box cover and latched it to a hook on the cabin siding. 
 
    “Gotta leave it open when it’s running,” Donny said, “so it gets clean air for the engine.” 
 
    “How much fuel does it take?” 
 
    “Enough to run for about fifteen hours on the gas tank,” Donny said. “But I’ve got extra gas.” 
 
    “What do you have it running?” 
 
    “Refrigerator and freezer. Plus a few lights. We can still cook with the propane stove. I just need to light that by hand.” 
 
    Donny fired up the generator and gave Robin a thumbs up. 
 
    It was noisy, but Robin had heard a lot worse. 
 
    The two of them went back into the basement. Robin made sure to lock the door behind them. Then they went upstairs with the candles, since there were still only a couple of small lights lit around the house. 
 
    She went into the living room and watched Donny set up a couple of candles. The fire also gave them some light. 
 
    Where was Max? Robin always felt better with him nearby. 
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    Max had come across a quarter mile swamp that seeped into a narrow bay on Snowbank Lake. To go around it would have taken him at least an hour, but to cross it might have gotten him killed. He had heard stories of men sinking into the black sludge of muck like that and never to be found again. So, he made a tactical decision to go around the swamp. It took him an hour and fifteen minutes to navigate the swamp, where fingers slipped into the forest like the tentacles of an octopus. His GPS kept him tracking back toward the lake, and that would eventually get him to Donny’s cabin. 
 
    By the time he got back to the lake, true darkness was starting to set in. For now, it wasn’t much different from the way it had been during the worst of the storm. But now, at least, the thunder and lightning had stopped for a while. 
 
    Now he could hear a generator in the distance. They had lost power, he thought. Or, someone had lost it for them. 
 
    Max paused as he got closer to Donny’s cabin. He went into his backpack and pulled out his Night Vision Goggles. With his NVGs on, he crept up to the area of grass cut down to the edge of the lake, where Donny kept his green canoes. They were turned upside down and tied to trees. 
 
    Glancing up the hill toward the cabin, he could see a few lights on. The largest illumination seemed to come from the living room fireplace. 
 
    With great stealth, Max went up the hill, around the south side of the cabin, and to the back yard, where his truck sat about fifty feet from the back door. He found the spare keys he had hidden there and opened the back end of his truck topper. First, he quickly changed into dry, black clothes and fresh military boots. Then he crawled inside and opened his gun safe. He retrieved one of his AR-15s, along with three additional 30-round magazines of military-grade 5.56 mm ammo. He gently closed the safe and locked it. Then he crawled out of the bed of the truck and locked his topper. He slung his AR-15 over his shoulders and headed toward the cabin. 
 
    Max stopped suddenly in his tracks when he heard a vehicle approaching down the long dirt road. Without thinking, he reacted by stepping into the forest and hiding behind a large white pine. He clicked on his Eotech holographic sight and shoved the gun into his shoulder. 
 
    The vehicle stopped at the end of the road, which had been made into a turnaround. One door opened and closed. Then Max saw a lone figure walking down the driveway. His voice sounded familiar. But who was he talking with? 
 
    Through his NVGs, Max could see that the man was Forest Service Special Agent Wayne Cranston with a cell phone in his hand. 
 
    “I’m sick of excuses,” Cranston said. “This is your screw-up. I’m at the old guy’s cabin. Where are you?” 
 
    The special agent stopped at the back of Max’s truck and he glanced right at him. But there was no way the man could see him tucked in the forest. 
 
    “His truck is here, but he wasn’t back yet the last time I came by. At least that’s what his sister told me.” 
 
    The man started walking again toward the house. 
 
    “Hot as hell,” Cranston said. “But she’s got an attitude.” 
 
    Max wasn’t sure who this guy was talking with, or what he was doing at Donny’s cabin. He assumed the man would have to close out his investigation by interviewing Pam and Judy. 
 
    “Power is out on the entire road,” Cranston said. “But the old guy has a generator.” By now the special agent was nearing the back door. “Gotta go. Clean up your mess.” 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    With darkness complete now across the northland, Pam and Judy had taken a spare bedroom with two single beds and were probably sound asleep by now, Robin thought. She sat with Kim and Donny in the living room, the fire reduced to hot coals now. 
 
    “Should we put another log on the fire?” Kim asked. 
 
    “I like to let it settle down before I go to bed,” Donny said. 
 
    “You should go,” Robin said. “I’ll make sure to put out all the candles.” 
 
    Donny got up and said, “The other spare bedroom has just one bed. You two can flip a coin over that one. The other can sleep out here on the sofa.” 
 
    “We’ve been through a lot,” Kim said to Robin. “I don’t mind sharing a bed with you.” 
 
    “That’s fine with me,” Robin said. 
 
    Donny said good night and wandered back to his bedroom. 
 
    “I promise to stay on my side of the bed,” Kim said with a smile. 
 
    “I’m so tired I think I could sleep standing up about now,” Robin said. “But I should wait for my brother to get here.” 
 
    “I guess he could take the sofa,” Kim said. 
 
    “My brother said he could sleep in a ditch. And he has many times.” 
 
    A knock on the back door startled the both of them. 
 
    “That’s probably Max,” Robin said, getting up from the sofa. 
 
    She went into the kitchen and with the light of only a couple of candles she couldn’t see who was at the door. She grabbed a flashlight from the kitchen counter and clicked it on, illuminating the man at the door. What in the hell was that special agent from the Forest Service doing there at this time of night? 
 
    Through the door in the mud room, Robin said, “What do you want?” 
 
    “With the power outage,” Cranston said, “I just wanted to check up on you folks.” 
 
    “As you can tell from the sound of the generator, we’re doing just fine.” 
 
    “Can I come in and talk?” he asked. 
 
    “Almost everyone is sleeping,” she said more sternly this time. 
 
    “I have some news about your brother,” the man said. 
 
    What could he know about Max, she wondered? Not a damn thing. What was this guy’s game? 
 
    “What’s up?” Kim asked from the kitchen. 
 
    Robin took a couple of steps away from the door and turned to Kim. “It’s your Forest Service buddy, Cranston.” 
 
    Kim gave her a look of wonder. She went past Robin and said to her colleague, “What are you doing here at this time of night?” 
 
    “I told her that I have some news about her brother,” Cranston said. He kept looking back toward the main road, as if he were expecting someone. 
 
    “She’s already heard from her brother,” Kim said. 
 
    “Oh,” Cranston said. “Good. Then you probably know more than we do.” 
 
    “That goes without saying,” Kim said. 
 
    Robin pulled on the back of Kim’s shirt, bringing her back into the kitchen. Then she said to the Forest Service man, “I told you we’ll meet you at the district office in the morning.” 
 
    A frustrated look on his face, Cranston finally nodded his head, turned, and wandered into the darkness. 
 
    Kim swished her head side to side. “What was that about?” 
 
    “That guy creeps me out,” Robin said. 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Robin put out the small light and the two candles in the kitchen as she went back toward the living room. When she got there, Kim was putting out those candles. 
 
    “I’ll leave the small table lamp on for you,” Kim said. “Are you sure you won’t come to bed with me?” 
 
    Robin checked the time on her phone. “Max should be here by now. I’ll wait for him.” 
 
    “I can wait up with you,” Kim said. 
 
    “No need for both of us to stay up.” 
 
    Kim gave Robin a big hug and then went off to the bedroom. 
 
    Robin’s phone suddenly buzzed and she saw that it was from Max. He had left his regular cell phone in his truck, so he had to be back. The text read, ‘I’m outside. Hide!’ 
 
    She got up to comply with her brother’s demand, and the small light on the table suddenly went out, along with the formerly constant hum of the generator outside. Without thinking, she drew the compact handgun and held it at the side of her right leg. Then she went down the hallway. She gently opened the door where Pam and Judy slept, locked their door, and quietly closed it. Then she went to the spare bedroom, locking the door behind her. 
 
    A flashlight came on, and Kim sat up in her bed to inspect Robin. “Why do you have a gun?” Kim asked. 
 
    Robin put a finger to her mouth and directed Kim to the floor on the other side of the bed. She had Kim turn off her light and then she whispered into her ear, “They’re here.” 
 
    Kim gasped. 
 
    “Don’t worry. So is my brother.”
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    Max had heard the Forest Service weenie tell his sister that he had information about him, but that was a total lie. He had suspected for a while that this guy wasn’t just a tool. Wayne Cranston was their fifth man. 
 
    His friend at NCIS had sent him a long text explaining this fact. Max had skimmed it quickly before sending a text to his sister telling her to hide. 
 
    He didn’t call 911 and request police on the scene. The only time he called that number was to tell the police where to pick up the bodies. 
 
    After his sister had sent the Forest Service asshole packing, Max had watched the man go back to his truck out on the road. At first Max thought the guy was going to go away as ordered, but then he returned with what looked like a tactical shotgun. 
 
    Moving slowly through the woods along the outer perimeter of the property, Max tracked the guy around the north side of the cabin. A flashlight clicked on, and then the generator suddenly stopped. 
 
    Now Max had no choice. He moved into the yard for better footing, and crept closer to the guy. 
 
    Something made the man turn. When he did, Max saw the shotgun rise up. 
 
    The shotgun blast came toward Max, but he had flung his body to the wet grass. By the time he rolled over and took aim, the man had gone around the lake side of the cabin. 
 
    Max jumped to his feet and hurried toward the edge of the cabin. As he shoved his body against the brick basement wall, he heard glass shatter. 
 
    Rounding the corner with his gun, Max took aim. But the man was already in the house. Damn it! 
 
    He rushed toward the door and suddenly blasts from the shotgun took out the picture windows that overlooked the lake. Max felt pain in his neck and assumed it was from shards of glass hitting him. He shoved his body against a brick wall for a second. Then he swiveled his gun around the corner and opened fire with a salvo of bullets firing through the broken window. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “You’re firing on a federal agent,” Cranston yelled. 
 
    “We know all about your activities over the years,” Max answered back. “Drop your weapons and I might let you live.” 
 
    Cranston laughed. “Might? Who do you think you are?” 
 
    “I’m the man that’s going to take you in,” Max said through gritted teeth. “You can leave this cabin on your feet or in a body bag like your high school buddies.” 
 
    “None of you will leave here alive,” Cranston said. But he did so with much less conviction. 
 
    “Tough words for a Milwaukee desk jockey.” 
 
    “You don’t know me.” 
 
    “I know everything important there is to know about you. You’re a serial rapist and murderer just like your friends.” 
 
    Cranston didn’t even try to deny it this time. He just said, “Screw you.” 
 
    The guy was delaying for some reason. Why? 
 
    Then Max thought about the conversation the Forest Service man had on his cell phone. He was in contact with the man from the aluminum canoe. The last of the four rapists. Max needed to get inside now. He couldn’t let this man get upstairs. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    When Robin heard the glass break downstairs, she knew immediately that someone was breaking in to the basement. Then came the gunfire—first the shotgun blasts and then the rapid fire from what had to be her brother’s AR-15. She had shot one of those with Max many times. 
 
    She told Kim to hold tight as she took the flashlight and left the bedroom, locking Kim inside. Robin had her gun out and ready to fire, but she was concerned that she could hit her brother. 
 
    As she stepped down the hallway, Donny suddenly appeared at his bedroom door with a shotgun in hand. She waved the flashlight at him and whispered, “Get inside and lock the door.” 
 
    He did as she instructed. 
 
    Then she crept into the living room in her bare feet, her light off now so her eyes could adjust. Now she could hear two voices coming from downstairs. One was her brother, and the other was the Forest Service man, she was sure. 
 
    Just then, the back door smashed in. Robin quickly hid behind the leather sofa, her gun over the far arm. From her position, she could see the entrance to the kitchen and the basement door. But she had to be sure of her target. 
 
    Police would enter and announce themselves, she thought. They had to do that. So, anyone coming at them would be bad guys, with the exception of her brother. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Max was about to fire upon the rogue Forest Service special agent when he suddenly heard what had to be the back door being kicked in. Now, he couldn’t hesitate any longer. The man he had chased and been chased by across the Boundary Waters had to have just entered the cabin upstairs. 
 
    He backed away from the wall a couple of feet, raised his gun, and slid to his right, giving him a full view of the basement area. 
 
    The first shotgun blast showed up in his NVGs like an old flash bulb from a camera. He used that blast as his target, firing at least ten rounds. 
 
    Then Max rushed inside, sweeping his gun for his target. He fully expected to find the man to shoot at, but then he saw the man at the base of the stairs, his body leaning against the brick wall. The Forest Service man had at least two bullet strikes—one to the shoulder and another in the gut. But he was still breathing. 
 
    Max stepped lightly toward the man and kicked away the shotgun. Then he reached down and extracted the guy’s handgun from the holster on his right hip. 
 
    “You just shot a federal agent,” Cranston said with a growl. 
 
    With a quick snap of his right leg, Max smashed his boot into the man’s face, knocking him out. 
 
    Just as he did this, a number of shots came from the main level above him. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Robin heard the shots below and nearly jumped from her position behind the sofa. But she held tight as she heard footsteps coming from the kitchen. 
 
    With the silence now, she raised both her gun and the flashlight. She clicked on the flashlight, catching the man stalking in from the kitchen. He turned and aimed at the light, but she was faster, emptying her Glock on the man and hitting him center mass from about ten feet. 
 
    Then, calmly, she pulled the full magazine from her pocket and replaced the empty one, racking a round into the chamber. 
 
    Now, sitting behind the sofa, Robin started to shake. It was as if she was sitting out in a snowstorm. 
 
    Finally, a man’s voice yelled from the basement, “One down here.” 
 
    She yelled, “One down up here, Max.” But she couldn’t force herself to come out from behind the sofa. 
 
    “Coming up the stairs,” Max said, his voice muffled somewhat. 
 
      
 
    • 
 
      
 
    Max stepped lightly up the stairs. At the top of the flight, he said, “I’m coming out.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Robin said. 
 
    He entered the living room and swept his NVGs around the room until he saw his sister holding his compact Glock 43 behind the end of the sofa. But first he went to the man shot on the floor. He kicked the man’s handgun away from his body and noticed that Robin had hit the guy in the chest with every round in the magazine. Just to be sure, he tested for the man’s pulse. Yep, he was dead. 
 
    Robin came over and turned her flashlight on the man. 
 
    Max flipped up his NVGs and confirmed this was the rapist from the camp. 
 
    She said, “I’m confused.” But then she gave her brother a big hug and added, “What took you so long?” 
 
    “It’s a jungle out there.” 
 
    “Are you hit?” she asked, looking at the right side of his face. 
 
    “Not sure. Glass or shotgun blast.” 
 
    “And the guy downstairs,” she said. “Cranston? Why?” 
 
    “I’ll explain later. He’s taking a little nap right now, but I’ll need to tie him up until the real cops get here. Can you call this in?” 
 
    “I already did,” came a voice from behind Max. It was Donny, who was holding a shotgun, pointed at the floor. 
 
    “Great,” Max said. “Check on the other ladies while I tie up that asshole downstairs.” 
 
    Max hurried to the basement and found Cranston still knocked out. He found some rope and hog tied the man’s hands and feet. Then he went back upstairs, finding all of the women together in the living room. 
 
    Judy went to the dead man and kicked the guy in the groin. 
 
    Positive identification, Max thought. 
 
    Kim came to Max and gave him a big hug, holding on much longer than normal. Then her sister Pam did the same thing. 
 
    Robin found the young girl, Judy, and held her tight. Max guessed the girl would need a lot of help over the next few months. But at least her kidnappers and rapists were all dead. That had to be some consolation to both young women. 
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    Ely, Minnesota 
 
      
 
    Max had reluctantly gone back to the basement to patch up Forest Service Special Agent Wayne Cranston while they waited for the ambulance to arrive. Part of him wanted to let the guy bleed out, or wished he had simply finished him off with a bullet to the face, but a nagging sense of justice permeated his soul. He knew that the only way to reveal all the victims that crew of rapists and murderers had left around the world required that Cranston remain alive. 
 
    The first to show up at Donny’s cabin were the local Ely Police, who called in sheriff’s deputies from both St. Louis and Lake Counties. Officially these crimes had taken place in Lake County, but they were right on the border of St. Louis County. Also, Cranston had committed his conspiracy of the rape camp while in Ely. The rapes and kidnapping had taken place within the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness, which was federal lands under the jurisdiction of The Department of Agriculture and the U.S. Forest Service. Eventually, it became clear that the FBI would have jurisdiction, since they were the authority on kidnapping. It took the FBI agents a couple of hours to fly north from Duluth. They would soon be joined by FBI special agents from the Twin Cities, where most of the men lived. 
 
    Luckily for Max, his friend, NCIS Special Agent Martina Lopez, had also contacted the FBI with everything she knew about the case—which turned out to be a significant amount. 
 
    Now, a couple of days past the incident at Donny’s cabin, Max and his sister were hanging out at a beautiful log resort near Ely, trying to unwind after countless interviews with law enforcement. Robin kept them legally solvent, while Max made sure his sister handled her shooting of the man in the cabin. It was the first time she had taken a life. 
 
    Max came out of the bathroom wearing only a pair of shorts after showering and shaving. 
 
    “What happened there?” she asked him, looking at his left thigh. 
 
    He lifted his shorts and revealed a long tear of skin that was in the process of healing. “It’s nothing,” Max said. “I tussled with a guy on the portage and his gun went off, ripping my skin.” 
 
    Max quickly got dressed with a T-shirt and cargo shorts. Out of habit, he shoved his subcompact handgun inside his waistband and covered the gun with his bulky T-shirt. 
 
    “That’s why you wear oversized T-shirts,” Robin said. 
 
    “Yep. Especially in the summer.” 
 
    “But it doesn’t let the ladies see your nice physique,” she said. 
 
    He smiled at her. “Are you worried about my sex life again?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Because if so, you should be thinking about yourself.” 
 
    “A couple of those police officers were very handsome,” she decided. 
 
    “Yeah, but this is a long way from home for you.” 
 
    “Maybe I wasn’t thinking long term,” she said with a broad smirk. 
 
    He dismissed this notion outright. As far as he knew, his sister had never engaged in a frivolous sexual encounter with any man. She was nothing if not a proper gentlewoman. 
 
    “What was your final tick count?” he asked her. 
 
    “Twenty-two.” 
 
    “Thirty-eight,” he said. “I win.” 
 
    “No. Ticks are like golf. Lowest score wins.” 
 
    He couldn’t argue with that logic. 
 
    “Are we ready to check out?” he asked. 
 
    She zipped her bag and said, “I am now.” 
 
    “I’ll take the bags to my truck while you check us out,” Max said. 
 
    “Will do. Meet you in the restaurant.” 
 
    They were scheduled to meet up with the Joki sisters and Donny one more time for lunch prior to driving to the airport in Duluth. Robin had a late-afternoon flight back to Salt Lake. 
 
    After putting their bags in the truck bed and locking them inside, Max turned to see a small SUV pull into the parking lot. Kim was driving and her sister Pam was in the front passenger seat. Both of the ladies got out and came to Max. 
 
    “Donny couldn’t make it?” Max asked. 
 
    “No,” Kim said. “He’s got guys at his cabin replacing his windows and repairing bullet holes in his walls. He wanted us to say goodbye to you.” 
 
    “Where’s your sister?” Pam asked. 
 
    “Checking out and getting us a table at the restaurant.” 
 
    Pam smiled and headed into the resort. 
 
    Kim stopped Max with a tug on his arm. She said, “I really appreciate everything you did for us.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I was just doing my job.” 
 
    “No. It was more than that.” 
 
    “Well, once I realized they had not even attempted to cover their faces to Pam and Judy, I knew they would not allow the girls to live. Also, I had a lot of help from my friend in NCIS.” 
 
    “You’re too modest,” Kim said. “I wish I could get to know you better.” 
 
    He tried not to answer that. “I see your ankle is much better.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you carried me halfway down that portage,” she said. “Do you know how hot that was?” 
 
    “I was trained to carry much heavier loads than you,” he said. 
 
    “Still. . .” 
 
    “We should get to lunch,” Max said. “I still have to get Robin to Duluth to catch her flight.” He didn’t mention having to pick up Martina around the same time. Max guessed that fact would only be a challenge for Kim. 
 
    They ate a quick lunch, with everyone trying to avoid the negative aspects of this case. He knew that Pam would not be back to normal for a while, if ever. She had agreed to look in on Judy Walker from time to time also. The two young women had a shared history now, and Pam would act as a great mentor to the girl. 
 
    “What will happen to the Forest Service guy?” Pam finally asked. 
 
    “Cranston?” Max asked. “I understand he’s been talking to the FBI. Bragging actually. He’s proud of all of the rapes and murders. Although federal law prohibits it, he’ll probably get someone to make a movie about their actions.” 
 
    Robin said, “If anyone deserves to make some money from this incident, it’s the two of you.” 
 
    Pam seemed to sink in her chair. 
 
    Kim said, “I’m not sure my sister would like that kind of scrutiny. She’s already turned down interviews from local and national news media.” 
 
    “They will keep coming,” Max said. “It’s a compelling story.” 
 
    Kim placed her hand on Max’s arm. “Maybe you should tell it to them.” 
 
    “The media?” Max asked. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Robin smiled at her brother. “Yeah, why not? It would be good publicity for our business.” 
 
    “Don’t we already have enough cases?” he asked. “Besides, I think this might be better told through the eyes of women.” 
 
    “Girl power,” Kim said. “I could live with that.” 
 
    Max checked his watch and calculated the time to get to Duluth. He got up and the three women did the same thing. They walked out to the parking lot and then hugged it out all around one last time. 
 
    Getting behind the wheel, Max waved at the ladies one more time as they left the parking lot. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Robin asked him as she put on her seatbelt. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. You?” 
 
    “It’ll take a while.” 
 
    Max had spent the last two days reassuring Robin that her actions had been essential. It was either kill or be killed. Deep down she knew this was true, but it wasn’t easy for those who had not been trained to kill for a living to reconcile the actual act once it happened. 
 
    He pulled out and headed toward downtown Ely. 
 
    “How do you live with it?” she asked. 
 
    “Compartmentalization,” he said. “You have only two choices. You live with it, or you let it define you and you shrivel up and die.” 
 
    “I’m not much into the binary,” she said. 
 
    “Everybody I’ve ever killed had it coming,” Max said. “I can live with that.” 
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    Max got his sister to the airport and sent her on her way. An hour after her flight, Martina Lopez flew in from Chicago. 
 
    From Duluth, the two of them drove north past Two Harbors and checked into a nice resort with the sound of Lake Superior lapping against rocks outside their balcony. 
 
    Max and Martina had barely gotten into their condo unit before they tore their clothes off and made fast, passionate love. 
 
    Now, wearing only shorts and T-shirts, a glass of red wine in each of their hands, they stood out on the deck watching the sun set on Lake Superior. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is a lake,” Martina said. “It’s very beautiful.” 
 
    “Not too long ago I did a case in Marquette, Michigan across the lake about two hundred and fifty miles away. This lake is a beast.” 
 
    “It’s chilly, though.” 
 
    “They say it’s hard to swim in it even this time of year. The wind has to be right or you’ll freeze your ass off.” 
 
    She pulled him closer to her, collecting his heat. “You did a good job up north,” Martina said. “Those men hurt a lot of people over the years.” 
 
    “I don’t know if we’ll ever know the full extent of the pain they caused.” 
 
    “It was a strange co-dependency,” she said. “The rapes were bad enough, but then they all conspired to kill their high school victim. One couldn’t tell or they would all go down. Then it kept on getting worse over the years.” 
 
    “I knew Cranston would be a talker,” Max said. “It took everything within me to not put a bullet in his head.” 
 
    She squeezed on his waist. “You did the right thing. That man literally knows where the bodies are buried. He’ll keep the FBI going for years.” 
 
    Max knew this instinctively, but he still felt like the man needed to fry. And with the information he was giving the FBI, that would never happen. The guy was smart enough to give information like a leaky faucet. Drip, drip, drip. 
 
    “Where do you go from here?” she asked him. 
 
    “I don’t know. I keep getting interview requests from national media. But I’m not ready to give up my anonymity. I like being a private citizen. I just want people to leave me alone.” 
 
    She glanced up at him. “Even me?” 
 
    “Except for you.” 
 
    They kissed intimately and then continued to watch the sun set and listen to the waves gently lap against the rocks below. 
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